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      This collaboration was a true labor of love that started with the basic idea that not everyone on the planet is the same, and that’s a beautiful thing. Because our differences make each one of us special.

      The character of Joni stemmed from a shared fascination with reading advice columns, especially Dear Abby (whose original creator, Pauline Phillips, was an early supporter of LGBTQ+ rights). As self-employed writers ourselves, we were able to understand the terror that comes with having to constantly reinvent yourself to stay relevant, and our personal life experiences gave each of us insight into the fears that come from experiencing tension at home.

      In many ways, Hope is not your typical romance novel character. Her journey is one we’ve seldom seen explored in popular literature, and when we started to develop her back story, we knew right away we wanted to share Hope’s journey to find love with respect and admiration.

      An interesting bit of trivia is that both of us grew up in California in the 1980s. In the same town. Actually, in the same school. We can both attest that it was a blessing and a curse. While it was wonderful to have sunny weather the majority of days, not everything was pleasant in paradise. The struggle to conform and fit in with the crowd was constant, and for a variety of reasons, neither one of us found this to be an easy task. Kids can be cruel, especially when they sense someone is different from the rest of the pack.

      However, we each came out of it determined to broaden our minds and horizons. At different stages in our lives, we both left California. After being friends in elementary school, we lost touch. After decades, and without any coordination, we both landed in Massachusetts, and through a great stroke of luck we rekindled our friendship and began working together as writing partners.

      We often reminisce about our childhood, and while Hope’s story is not exactly like either of our own stories, we were able to tap into a lot of those emotions surrounding feeling broken and not fitting in. Maybe you, too, can relate to that suspicion that when it comes to certain aspects of life, everyone else seemed to have gotten the instruction manual when you were in a different room. Or maybe you know that thrill of finally coming across some revelation that makes all the pieces in your life suddenly make sense.

      We hope you enjoy the story. We’re both really proud of this one.

      TB and Miranda
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      The envelope was thin, much too skinny to contain a signed contract, yet clearly too important for an email. That meant only one thing.

      Here we go again.

      Joni’s heart clenched when she spotted the return address for the Kansas City Ledger. Losing this one would sting even more than most, as the Ledger had been one of the earliest newspapers to pick up Help Me Henrietta after her mother’s now iconic column offering relationship and family advice had first entered syndication four decades before.

      Cancellation or renegotiation? Joni wondered as she turned the envelope over and slid her trembling finger beneath the flap. She held her breath as she tore it open, praying for renegotiation. Less money for the same amount of work wasn’t exactly ideal, but it was better than no money at all.

      “Dear Ms. Fisher,” the letter started, the salutation alone provoking a nervous groan. Fans always addressed their mail to Henrietta, even though the name was fictional. Correspondence from friendly editors usually referred to the mother-daughter writing team by their first names, Clara and Joni. But Ms. Fisher? Formality was never a good sign. At least they’d used the word dear. If it had started To Whom it May Concern, Joni would’ve lost all hope immediately.

      She skimmed past the pleasantries until she came to the crux of the matter, taking in the news with relief. It was better than she’d hoped, not an outright cancellation or even a renegotiation of their rates. They wanted to shift the column’s frequency. Downward, naturally. As always, the letter writer expressed terrible regret, emphasizing it was that or cancelling altogether.

      Joni glanced out the window of her one-bedroom apartment, which occupied an airy, loft-like space above the garage of her parents’ home in the heart of Amherst, a quintessential college town in western Massachusetts. In fact, there were five colleges in the vicinity, with Joni’s father the soon-to-be retired chair of the psychology department at the oldest of them, located a stone’s throw from their quiet dead-end street in the middle of town where her parents had lived since before Joni was born.

      Her mother was out in the garden on this early June day, tending to her beloved rose bushes while wearing a loose linen dress, her shoulder-length silver hair pulled back with a wide black headband. She’d looped a basket of blooms over one arm, her dreamy smile making it clear that Clara was in her element. Joni did not relish the prospect of breaking bad news. As manager of Help Me Henrietta’s global media empire—or what remained of it, anyway—this was her least favorite part of the job. In fact, Joni had long ago settled on the approach of avoiding the task whenever possible. She let her mom bask in the Henrietta glory days while Joni quietly watched her own income dwindle a little more each year.

      Joni had taken on the bulk of the business’s daily operations about five years before, part of a semi-successful effort to slow down an aging mother who refused to admit she could no longer do everything on her own. Letters like today’s had already been arriving back then, but only a slow trickle. Lately, newspapers had been writing in a steady stream to cancel or downgrade their contracts, prompting Joni to wonder how much longer the Henrietta ship would stay afloat.

      What Joni needed to do was march right out and get it over with, but then again, maybe she could sneak out the back and run a few errands this morning, put off telling her mom about Kansas City until later in the afternoon. Or tomorrow. Or never. Just then, her mother looked up, waving as she spotted Joni staring out the window. Damn. There would be no avoiding her now. The problem with living in the backyard and working in the main house was it left her with no place to hide.

      At almost thirty-five, Joni felt too old to be living with her parents, even if it was in a separate apartment. She dreamed of buying her own home nearby, but with their shrinking syndication base and the way college students had driven up the prices, Joni would be lucky to save up first and last month’s rent plus a security deposit on an apartment, let alone enough for a down payment on a house. The high monthly rent her father demanded of her to live above the garage didn’t help, either.

      If things didn’t turn around soon, well, Joni had replied to more than her fair share of letters detailing the devastation bankruptcy wrought. She had no desire to experience it firsthand. Something had to change and fast.

      The clock ticked over to nine in the morning. Time to head to the office. Joni bolted the rest of her coffee, her fourth cup, and clutched the letter with a hand whose shaking was due only in part to too much caffeine.

      Stepping into the backyard, Joni glanced up at the sun, bright and pleasantly warm. The heady scent of wild roses wafted over her, and birds sang out, blissfully unaware of Joni’s dark mood. How would any of them feel, she wondered, if they had to deliver truly terrible news to their aging mother? Bet they wouldn’t be singing so cheerfully then.

      How had it even come to this? Help Me Henrietta was a slice of Americana as big as a homemade apple pie. Everyone was aware of the column, even if they claimed to never read it. For heaven’s sake, Johnny Carson used to joke with celebrities all the time that they should send letters to Help Me Henrietta to sort out their love lives.

      Of course, Johnny Carson had been dead for about a billion years, so that might’ve been part of the problem. Late night shows weren’t the unifying national force they used to be, and newspapers were going the way of the dinosaurs. For Help Me Henrietta to succeed in the digital age, they’d need a radical approach. Joni had nearly zeroed in on the solution, too. All she had to do was convince her mother, a woman whose fear of modernization ran so deep she refused to own a smartphone, to go along with the plan.

      Joni made her way across the flagstone patio, each step an exercise of will. Maybe she should’ve been more honest with her mother all along. What effect would it have on her, finding out how bad things were? The woman had lived and breathed Help Me Henrietta for almost fifty years. This might kill her. Aside from loving her mother, obviously, Joni didn’t want to be responsible for killing an American icon.

      “Good morning, darling,” her mom trilled like she did every morning. “I’m doing a bit of dead-heading to encourage new blooms. Isn’t it a glorious day?”

      Not really, Joni thought. “The roses look great, Mom.”

      “Is it already time to start the workday?” Her mom glanced wistfully at her rose bushes, which she loved caring for as much as dispensing her sage advice to the public. Possibly more. It had not escaped Joni’s attention that her mom seemed to arrive at her desk later with each passing day, and she’d stealthily disappear well before quitting time.

      “There’s no rush.” Joni shifted the envelope, hoping to keep it out of sight, but somehow, despite not being able to see a darn thing without trying at least three different strengths of reading glasses, her mother caught the movement with an eagle eye.

      “What’s that you’re holding?”

      Joni resisted the urge to stomp her foot into the grass. “It’s from the Kansas City Ledger. Look, Mom—”

      “They haven’t signed the contract yet, have they?”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk—”

      “Because I’ve been thinking we should make some changes,” her mother carried on, seemingly unaware she was interrupting.

      “Well, as a matter of fact, they were thinking the same—”

      “I realize they were one of my first papers, and I do owe them a debt of gratitude for that, but they’ve enjoyed a sweetheart deal on their pricing for far too many years.”

      Was Joni hearing this correctly? Did her mother honestly think they could charge more? Joni held her breath and let it out through her teeth like a hissing tea kettle. Holy smokes, this was going to be even harder than she’d expected.

      “I’m not sure we want to raise rates in the current economic climate,” Joni carefully waded into the morass. “Maybe we should discuss this inside over coffee.”

      Perhaps they could add a few shots of whiskey to the coffee. It couldn’t hurt and would soften the blow. Of course, her mother didn’t drink, but that was okay. Joni was willing to have enough for the both of them.

      They entered the main house through the back door, crossing the mudroom into a kitchen outfitted with cherry cabinets, top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances, and dark green granite countertops. Like every inch of the turn of the twentieth century house, it seemed poised for a Better Homes and Gardens photoshoot. Clara Fisher didn’t just give advice on how to live a better life; she tried to lead by example.

      While Joni leaned against the counter, her mom pushed some buttons on her fancy Italian coffee maker, setting off a whir of grinding beans followed by a hiss of steaming water. A minute later, she handed Joni a mug of perfectly brewed coffee with exactly the right amount of cream. “Shall we get started?”

      Before answering, Joni guzzled what now made her fifth cup of coffee that morning, savoring it like it was her first. Even though she had the same brand in her own kitchen, hers never had the magic her mom’s had. Just because she was about to ruin their day didn’t mean she couldn’t take a few moments to enjoy a simple pleasure. Her mother had preached that in the column enough times, and now Joni was finally listening.

      Her mom raised her mug to her lips, blowing into the steaming liquid before setting it down again, apparently judging it to be too hot to drink.

      “The Kansas City deal happened before you were born, so I don’t expect you to know about it,” her mom began, even though Joni had committed the details of all their major syndication partners’ files to memory. “Back when the column was first starting out, it took a little bit of cajoling to get papers to sign on. The Kansas City Ledger was one of the first, along with the Toledo Chronicle and the Mayo Free Press. We might want to look at their contracts, too, come to think of it.”

      “We can’t.”

      “Why not? Millions of people read the column, and it’s only fair that every paper that carries it pays their share.” The steely determination that had led to success in business, not to mention helped her survive almost fifty years of marriage to Joni’s prickly father, took over her mother’s face. This was not a woman who believed in the word no.

      “Because they’re both shuttered, along with countless other small papers in the past few years.” Joni wanted to curl up in a ball for saying it so bluntly, but it was the only way to chisel through the stubbornness. Her mother wasn’t a child, but she’d been in denial about the state of the newspaper industry for far too long. “The Kentucky News folded a while back. Same with San Antonio, Santa Fe, Boise, and about three dozen more.”

      Her mom’s eyes widened, and she froze mid bite into her marmalade smeared toast. “Oh, dear.”

      “About twenty of our remaining ones want to renegotiate.”

      “For less money.” She said the words slowly, as if letting them sink in. Her expression darkened. While Joni’s mom always tried to see the bright side of a situation—one reason her column struck a chord with so many readers—she wasn’t an idiot. The pieces would be clicking into place right about now, in all their ugliness.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Her mother set her toast down, fighting back some tears. “Is it over?”

      “No, Mom.” Joni reached across the table and laid her hand on top of her mom’s. “Not if I can help it.”

      Her mother drew a deep breath, plastering the determination back onto her face. “So, what do we do? Do we answer more letters each day? There are so many. I’ve never been able to respond to them all.”

      Joni shook her head, deciding not to mention that the volume of letters they received had decreased at least twenty percent since she’d come on board five years ago, nor to point out her mom had only been answering one or two a week, tops, for months, while Joni did the rest. “That won’t work. The remaining papers don’t just want to pay less for content; they want to run fewer letters per week to free up space for fresh voices.”

      “Then what can we do?”

      “I think we need to modernize the business.”

      Her mother frowned with obvious confusion. “We already get the majority of our letters via email. Is there a more modern way than that?”

      “I was thinking of something else.” Joni gathered her nerve, which took exactly three sips of coffee and two bites of toast, before she said, “I’d like to start a web series.”

      “Web series?” Her mother blinked, her face devoid of understanding.

      It was clear her mom had no idea what Joni was talking about, which wasn’t surprising since her mom was a digital dinosaur. While it was true they now got most of their letters via email, what her mom had failed to mention was the full year during which she’d put her foot down and refused so much as to open an email account, claiming it wouldn’t be the same, because she needed to see a person’s handwriting to gain deeper insight into their situation. That year had been 2014.

      Joni would have to take this in baby steps. “A web series is like a television show.”

      “Like Johnny Carson?” Her mom’s eyes brightened. “He interviewed me once, you know. But if we’re not making money now, how would we pay for a studio, and all the sets, and the equipment? I’m sure it would be awfully expensive.”

      “Our web series wouldn’t be like The Tonight Show,” Joni said gently. “No studio, no audience. In fact, no crew.”

      “Next thing you’re going to say is no television.” Her mom chuckled at her own joke, clearly not understanding she’d hit the nail on the head.

      “Well, right.”

      Her mom tilted her head. “I don’t get it.”

      “It’s on the web, Mom. The internet.”

      “Who puts it there?”

      “We do.”

      “But we don’t know how to do that.”

      Joni bit the inside of her cheek, reminding herself that losing her temper would get her nowhere. “You don’t, but I do. I’ve bought a dozen books on starting your own YouTube channel. I know what editing program to use, what rigs are best for my iPhone—”

      “Now you’re saying one of those smart alec phones will be involved?” Her mom waved her hands in front of her. “Oh, no. Count me out. You know I don’t like those newfangled things.”

      “A phone is essential to record episodes, cheap but effective. Everyone says so. And I know how to do it, so you won’t have to go near it.” In fact, Joni planned to keep her mom as far from her phone as possible. Until things turned around, she simply couldn’t afford to buy a new one if her mom broke it. Which she inevitably would, followed by her trademark Oh dear.

      “I don’t know, Joni.”

      “Can I at least tell you my idea?” Joni persisted. “I thought we could call it The Love Project.”

      “Not a bad name,” her mom admitted. “Kinda catchy. But what’s the project?”

      “We would go through all the love advice letters we’ve received recently and select a particularly hopeless case. Then we’d invite them here to be on the show for a few weeks and fix them up.”

      “Fix them up, like on The Dating Game?”

      First Johnny Carson, now The Dating Game. Geez, no wonder the column was becoming so out of touch. Joni wondered how long it would be before they hit the trifecta with a Mary Tyler Moore reference.

      “Not a game show, Mom. It would be like an advice column, but in the form of a reality series. I’d work with them over the course of several episodes to build their self-esteem, or whatever is holding them back from finding love.”

      “You’re not a qualified therapist, young lady.” Joni’s father entered the kitchen, his booming voice causing every muscle in her body to tense in a classic fight-or-flight response. With Dr. Alexander Fisher, flight was rarely an option. If you chose to engage, you could pretty much count on a fight. “You only have a bachelor’s degree. In communications.”

      The embarrassment evident in those last two words was on par with him announcing his daughter had run off to become a circus clown or was a convicted felon, either of which he might have found preferable to the obvious humiliation of his only offspring choosing not to follow in his illustrious footsteps.

      “I know, Dad.” Joni gritted her teeth as she turned to face her father, whose presence brought a dark cloud to any room. In fact, he actually looked gray today, but that might have been because of his sweater. It was one of those drab, old man types with buttons down the front and leather patches on the sleeves. Joni was sure he’d chosen it because it made him look academic. He wore it in every season, despite the weather. She wanted to tell him she’d spent enough time in therapy because of him that she might as well have a PhD, but she held her tongue.

      “Joni has an idea for a new television series, dear,” her mom said, using that ultra-sweet let’s keep the peace tone she reserved for conversations with her husband, who had never been physically violent but whose temper and cutting sarcasm were both legendary. It must have been hell to have been married to such a grouchy snob for so many years, and Joni wondered for the millionth time why her mother hadn’t bolted ages ago. For a woman who could give such amazing advice on solving everyone else’s troubles, her mom had a blind spot the size of a Mack truck for her own.

      “Sounds like an expensive waste of time,” Joni’s father grumbled into his coffee. “Good thing our daughter’s rolling in the dough now that she’s taking all the Henrietta profits.”

      Joni threaded her hands around her mug, staring daggers at her father’s back as he left the room. This was another point of contention between them. While her mother had amassed a sizable nest egg from the years she’d run the column solo, she’d insisted Joni keep all the proceeds of the business once they became partners in the endeavor. As much as he hated any association with Help Me Henrietta, Joni’s father had never turned up his nose at spending the money, and he clearly resented Joni for taking what he considered rightfully his. Of course, neither of her parents knew the truth about the column’s finances or her own.

      “Is it very expensive?” Her mom’s face clouded. “Now that you’ve told me about the newspaper contracts, I fear you might not be earning as much as I’d planned when we made that deal.”

      It was painfully true, but Joni would rather die than admit it, especially if her father was still within earshot. “Don’t be silly. I’m doing fine.”

      “In that case, love waits for no one.” Her mom forced a cheerful smile. “Let’s get to work.”

      Though she’d gotten what she wanted, Joni felt hollow inside as she eased herself into her office chair. The interaction with her father had spoiled her mood and reminded her yet again what a total crock of shit falling in love really was. What was the point?

      If her mother hadn’t fallen for a certain handsome young teaching assistant in college, she would’ve continued on her original path of majoring in psychology and becoming an actual therapist. Instead, she’d dropped out to get married with less than a semester to go. And what had she gotten out of it except years of being belittled and under appreciated by a total grump?

      At least Joni knew she would never make the same mistake. Sure, she could delude herself into thinking that females of the species were easier to get along with than males, and the fact she preferred romantic relationships with women would somehow mean she would have better luck, but she knew that was nonsense. Experience had taught her women were terrible creatures too, and pursuing a lifelong commitment with one was a recipe for certain misery.

      Grasping her mouse, Joni clicked on the Help Me Henrietta file and watched the computer screen fill with new emails from the desperate and lovelorn, all begging for her help. Time to find her perfect candidate for The Love Project to fix their issues and help make all their romantic dreams come true.

      Poor unsuspecting sap.
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      Switching off the vacuum cleaner, Hope Alvarez grabbed the vibrating phone from the coffee table. A photo of her cousin’s face filled the screen. Hope’s finger hovered above the answer button for a second. She drew a breath and pressed it, bringing the phone to her ear.

      “Hi, Alicia.”

      “You finally answered,” her cousin teased. “I figured you must be out doing something really important.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t know it was ringing. I couldn’t hear it over the vacuum.”

      “Housework? Wow, you really know how to live it up.”

      “Yeah. Ha ha. So, what’s up?”

      “I thought I’d go check out that new superhero movie tonight. Wanna come?”

      “I can’t.” Hope scanned her newly clean apartment, taking particular pleasure in the nearly perfect lines the vacuum had made on the rug. Not that she was a neat freak or anything. Actually, who was she kidding? She totally was, except for being a whirling dervish when she cooked. The fact she could survive the daily chaos of teaching preschoolers was a miracle. “I have plans.”

      “What, other than cleaning? Are you telling me you have a date?” The complete disbelief in her cousin’s voice made Hope bristle.

      “Not exactly a date, but you don’t have to make it sound like it would be a miracle if I did.”

      “When was the last time you went on a date?” Alicia countered. “You never talk about guys. I don’t think you even know any.”

      “I live with a guy,” Hope argued.

      “You live with Mitchell. You two have been best friends since you were in diapers. He doesn’t count. He’s like your brother.”

      “He’s not my brother.” Hope’s anger flared, but anything else she had to say was put on hold as a delicious scent floated into the room. “I need to check on the cake.”

      Alicia groaned. “That’s your big plan, eating cake with your roommate on a Friday night?”

      “It’s his birthday.”

      “Girl, you’re thirty years old. You’re going to die alone, and your cats are going to eat your face.”

      “I don’t have any cats. And you sound like Abuelita. You know, she actually told me last week she was afraid my ovaries are going to dry up and turn into dust.”

      A snort laugh rang out through the phone. “You should listen to her, Prima. She’s a smart woman. Almost as smart as that Henrietta lady you’re always talking about.”

      Walking into the kitchen, Hope took the phone from her ear and glared at her cousin’s picture as she switched over to speaker. “Make fun if you want. Even our grandmother would agree that Help Me Henrietta gives the best advice.”

      “Yeah, to old ladies. Nobody under the age of fifty reads that column, except you.”

      Sliding on oven mitts, Hope pulled the birthday cake from the oven, chocolaty steam tickling her senses. She made a quick mental calculation. It would be ready to frost in two hours, meaning it was time to get the rest of the food going in order for it to be ready when Mitch got home from his shift at the hospital. Time was literally ticking now.

      “I have to go. I still have to peel carrots for the pot roast and start on the appetizers.”

      “Appetizers, dinner, and dessert? You didn’t say you were cooking Mitchy boy a three-course meal. Is there actually something going on between you two, and you’re not telling me? I mean, he’s geeky but kinda hot, I guess. And a doctor. So, are you two doing the dirty?”

      “What? No!” Considering what she was planning, Hope was a little taken aback by the forcefulness of her denial. “I mean, I don’t—”

      “Hope, what’s going on?” Suspicion was thick in her cousin’s tone.

      “It’s nothing.” Hope hesitated. Alicia might not have been her first choice, but she needed to talk about her decision to someone. “When we were both dateless our sophomore year of college, Mitch and I promised if we were both unmarried when we hit thirty, then…you know. I’m already thirty, and tonight’s his birthday, so…”

      “Are you saying what I think you are?”

      Hope couldn’t tell whether her cousin was making fun of her again or rendered nearly mute at the prospect of her dateless cousin finally having a man. “You know, my parents were childhood friends, and look how happy they are. Plus, I’m definitely still unattached and apparently in danger of my ovaries mummifying, not to mention my body being devoured by cats.”

      “But I thought Mitch was dating someone.”

      “Michelle.” Hope pressed her lips together tightly to keep from elaborating. She grabbed a carrot and peeled it vigorously over the sink. As soon as that woman had come on the scene, there’d been nothing but drama. “They broke up. For, like, the hundredth time.” Thank God.

      “Wait, Mitchell was dating a woman named Michelle?” Alicia burst out laughing. “Oh my God, that’s too much. Don’t they get confused whose name they’re calling out when they’re fucking?”

      “Jesus, Alicia!”

      Her cousin cackled. “If you overheard them, you’d think they were masturbating.”

      “Ew, gross.” Hope had the sudden urge to take a scalding shower or maybe pour bleach over her head to see if she could get the mental picture of those two having sex out of her brain. “The last thing I want is to picture Mitch naked.”

      “You want to marry him, but you don’t want to think about him naked?” It was clear her cousin was horrified at this revelation. “What is wrong with you?”

      Hope bristled, lashing out. “You’re the one who has something wrong, with that disgusting mind of yours. God, you’re so crass.”

      “And you’re such a prude.”

      “I am not.” Frankly, Hope was tired of everyone thinking she was old-fashioned and uptight just because she wasn’t as crazy about sex as they were. Seriously, she loved her cousin dearly, but that girl would try to dry hump a cardboard cutout of a man if she thought he was good-looking. How come that was normal, but Hope must have something wrong with her?

      “Fine,” Alicia challenged. “Name five celebrities you want to have sex with.”

      Hope’s face twisted into instant revulsion, and she was grateful they weren’t on video. “I don’t understand why anyone wastes their time dreaming about sleeping with people they don’t know and will never meet.”

      “Because they’re hot. Duh. You really can’t even name one celebrity crush?” Her cousin paused. “Guys or girls. You know I was totally cool with it when you were dating Emma, right?”

      Oh, God. The Emma debacle, wherein Hope had decided it was easier to let her family assume she was bisexual than to explain to them she’d somehow managed to be in a relationship with a woman for almost two months without realizing they were dating. Hope’s family had been really cool and accepting of her supposed sexuality and had never suspected what a ditz she’d been, so Hope sure as hell wasn’t going to admit the depths of her stupidity now to Alicia.

      “You know I appreciate your open-mindedness about that, Prima, but I don’t want to sleep with any celebrities at all. Not even one.”

      “You don’t like sex?” Alicia sounded baffled.

      “What? Of course, I do.”

      Although if she was honest, Hope had answered with more enthusiasm than she actually felt, given her admittedly limited experience in the matter. When it came to sex and the whole hookup culture all the people her age seemed to be so into, Hope felt like they were speaking a language she didn’t understand. When she met a stranger, she wanted to talk to them, find out all about them. Their beliefs. Their dreams. The last thing that would occur to her would be to go into a dark corner and suck on their face. Apparently, this put her in the minority.

      “Okay, you don’t want to sleep with random famous people.” Something in Alicia’s tone told Hope a real zinger was on the way. “But you do want to sleep with Mitch, right? Like, if you want to marry him, you know you’d have to have sex with him, ya know?”

      “Uh, yeah. I know.” Despite her sarcastic bravado, Hope squeezed her eyes shut, feeling a little woozy.

      “Married couples fuck. Even your parents.”

      “You’re demented. Seriously.” Hope took a cleansing breath. “Look, I gotta go.”

      After hanging up and popping the roast into the oven, Hope’s gaze shifted to a snapshot on the fridge of her with Mitch the day they’d graduated from college. His ears were sticking out from under the black cap, a pair of ratty sneakers on display beneath the gown. Classic Mitch. Hope smiled. Her cousin had been right about one thing. The man was kind of geeky. But, Hope loved him.

      Sure, a voice in her head goaded, but are you attracted to him?

      That was a question Hope wished she could answer. She’d known Mitch forever, and if all the women in her family were correct, he’d had a big crush on her since they were kids. Hope wasn’t the type to fall madly in love at first sight.

      Or second.

      Or even third.

      On the other hand, Hope had no doubt she and Mitch could make a good couple based on their solid friendship. It wasn’t like she planned to propose tonight. She simply intended to let him know that maybe the two of them as a couple wasn’t such a terrible idea.

      Hopefully it sounded better when she said it out loud than it did in her head.

      But what about physical intimacy? the voice in her head persisted. What about sex?

      Her knee jerk answer? Yuck.

      But where sex was concerned—no matter whether it was with a guy or girl—that was always her first response. Sex was overwhelming, scary, and kind of icky.

      So much touching. So much awkwardness. So much moisture.

      Hope needed to break things down into smaller steps, like maybe holding his hand. She’d touched Mitch’s hands before. They were surprisingly soft considering he was a doctor and had to wash them all the time. So, put a check in the yes column for hand-holding.

      She opened her eyes and gave his photo a hard stare, trying to imagine running her fingers through the shaggy hair that she knew was hiding under the cap. That seemed like something she wouldn’t mind doing. Check number two. Wow, this was going a lot better than she’d expected.

      But what about kissing him?

      Hope waited for the usual wave of repulsion that accompanied the thought of mashing her lips up against another human’s, but instead she felt surprisingly neutral on the matter. That was an interesting development, a good sign, even. Maybe it was worth exploring. She nodded at the unfrosted cake, determined. If she really wanted it to, all the other physical stuff would fall into place, eventually.

      Right?

      She’d have to put on a convincing show while she waited for it to kick in, so his feelings wouldn’t get hurt. She’d pretended to like all that lovey-dovey stuff when dating people before. She’d survived. And this would be worth it in the end. Marriage. Kids. No more family pestering her about her poor life choices.

      A little before six, Hope took the roast out of the oven, gave the spinach dip a stir, and frosted the cake. Now, all she needed was for Mitch to come home and to not lose her resolve.

      She looked out the window to watch for his return. Her eyes swept their narrow city street, choked with parked cars. If she and Mitch eventually did get married, they could pool their resources and get a house in the suburbs. She was really looking forward to that and to being like everyone else for once. She would finally have a normal love life, instead of feeling like a broken misfit loser.

      This is a good plan.

      Hope checked her watch. Mitch was running late. She went to the couch and sat down to wait.
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        * * *

      

      It was completely dark in the apartment when Hope’s eyes popped open at the sound of rattling keys and someone whistling on the landing outside. After a moment of disorientation, she realized she was still sitting on the couch and must have dozed off. The apartment door opened, and Mitch swept into the living room, snapping on the lamp. Hope squealed as the sudden light assaulted her eyes.

      Mitch jumped. “What are you doing out of bed?”

      “I was, uh—”

      He waved a hand. “Never mind. I’m so glad you’re up. You won’t believe the news!”

      Heart still pounding from the shock of being woken up, Hope steadied her breathing. “What time is it? Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is amazing.” He checked his watch and frowned. “But it’s a little before 5:00 a.m. I am so sorry I woke you up coming in. I didn’t know the time. You should go to bed. I can tell you my news later.”

      “It’s okay. I’m up now, and I baked a cake.” She opted not to tell him about the uneaten meal she’d reluctantly covered and put in the fridge when he still hadn’t shown up after two hours of waiting. No need to wreck his dancing on clouds mood.

      “Cake?” He rubbed his hands together. “You know I always say cake makes the perfect breakfast. And I’m a doctor, so you can trust me. Since you did the hard work, why don’t you sit down, and I’ll make some coffee and throw a couple slices on some plates?”

      “Absolutely not!”

      Mitch’s face scrunched. “Why not?”

      Hope put a hand on her hip. “Go sit at the table and close your eyes.”

      “Huh?”

      “Mitchell Goodwin, do what I say.”

      “Geez, someone got up on the wrong side of the bed. Or couch, I guess.”

      He brushed his lips on the top of Hope’s head before taking his seat at the table. She smiled. Despite the hiccup in timing, her plan was playing out even better than she had hoped.

      “Are your eyes closed?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m talking good and shut. Cover ’em with your hands.”

      When he’d done as she asked, Hope pulled two candles shaped like a three and a zero, along with a lighter, from her pocket. She lit the candles, carefully carrying the cake to the table, one hand cupped to ensure the flames didn’t go out. She set it down in front of him.

      “Open your eyes.”

      He did, and a smile spread across his face. “A birthday cake? Hope, you’re the best.”

      She did a mental happy dance. “Make a wish.”

      “Okay, but it’s already come true.”

      That was a weird thing to say. She hadn’t even told him her plan yet. With a slight frown, Hope motioned for him to blow out the candles. Once he did, she sliced two pieces, setting each on a plate, and gave Mitch a fork. He dug it into the cake, shoving half the slice into his mouth in one bite.

      “Oh, wow!” he mumbled with a hand over his lips to stop crumbs from flying out. “German chocolate’s my favorite.”

      “I’ve known you for thirty years. You think I don’t know that?” Hope grinned over her mug. “Happy birthday.”

      He smiled and took another massive bite of cake. As Hope watched him chew, her stomach twisted into knots. Was she really going to bring up that old pact they’d made? After all, it had started as a joke. Only, it really did make sense, right? She and Mitch made sense. They’d make a good couple, with a lifelong friendship like her parents had. With a solid foundation, you didn’t need anything else.

      “So, do you feel different now that you’re thirty?” It was an awkward segue, but it would do.

      “I don’t know that it has anything to do with my age, but I do feel different today.” He was practically dancing in his seat. “The most shocking and amazing thing happened last night.”

      “What?”

      “Michelle proposed.” He squealed with such glee he could’ve rivaled a varsity cheerleader.

      “W-what?” The words caught in Hope’s throat as her pulse pounded in her ears. She couldn’t have heard that right. He and Michelle had ended things and fought all the time, besides.

      “I’m engaged. You’re looking at a soon-to-be-married man.”

      Hope couldn’t form words, and she was aware she was blinking a hundred times a second, or so it seemed.

      “I know. It’s shocking but also like the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      Hope was still staring, unable to respond as the world crashed around her. What about her plan?

      “Hope?” Mitch lowered his head to look into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t understand. You and Michelle broke up.”

      “Yeah, we hit a rough patch there for a bit.” He sighed. “It was entirely my fault.”

      “Your fault?” Hope shook her head. “You must be kidding. Michelle has brought nothing but drama from the moment you met her.”

      “I prefer to call it passion,” Mitch countered, suddenly seeming a bit stiff.

      “She drives you insane.”

      “Exactly!” Mitch put his hands out, palms up, as if to indicate there was nothing else to say. “I’ve never felt that way about anyone in my whole life.”

      Thoroughly confused, Hope blinked back tears. “Oh.”

      “What’s this really about?” Mitch’s expression grew troubled. “I thought you’d be happy for me.”

      “And I thought… I thought we…” As soon as she’d said the word we, she wished she could take it back. There was no we, only a lonely Hope. Same as always.

      “Hope… you’re my best friend… and…” He glanced around the room, like he was eager for someone to suddenly appear and explain to him what was going on. “You’ve never given me any indication that you found me remotely attractive or thought of me like that even a little bit. Not once in all the time we’ve known each other. I have never felt less like a sexually desirable being than when I’m around you. No offense.”

      “Oh, come on.” Hope shifted in her seat. “That can’t be true.”

      “Do you remember when I asked you to senior prom? You pretty much laughed in my face.”

      Hope’s cheeks tingled as she recalled the incident. “In my defense, I thought you were kidding.”

      “Why would I joke about that? I was devastated by that rejection, but from that day on, it was clear you and I were never going to happen. I got used to us always being friends. Forever.”

      “But, that was twelve years ago.”

      “You’re right,” he said gently. “It’s been twelve years. We’ve gone to college together, lived together. Not once has there been that spark to make me think otherwise, let alone the flood of passion that I get when I’m with Michelle. I knew the moment I laid eyes on her that we were meant to be together.”

      “Sparks? Floods? Love at first sight?” Hope stared at her uneaten slice of cake, her entire insides swirling with angst. “I don’t even understand what you’re talking about. That stuff is from fairytales.”

      Wasn’t it?

      Mitch patted her hand and rose from the table, sweeping up his empty plate. “Someday you will understand. When you meet that person who’s really right for you, you will. I promise.” He yawned. “Time to hit the hay. Thanks again for the cake.”

      Sitting alone at the table, a tear slipped from Hope’s eye and rolled down her cheek. People always told her that—someday she would just know. They talked about feeling heat and being consumed by passion, like that was something real, something that actually happened. Either they were speaking in a code Hope didn’t understand, or they all experienced the world very differently than she did. She was starting to think it was the latter.

      When she hadn’t felt that crazy attraction to boys all her friends had giggled about at sleepovers, she started to think maybe she was gay. But she didn’t get all swept up over girls, either. Never in her life had she looked at someone and felt remotely like poems and songs said she should. That was why she’d started reading relationship advice columns like they were religious texts when she was younger. She’d been trying to figure out what the hell was going on.

      Hope had suspected before, but it was becoming almost impossible to ignore the truth.

      I’m broken. There’s something wrong with me.

      And if that was the case, there was only one person in the world she could think of who might be able to fix it.

      Leaving her plate on the table—an almost unheard of breach of her neat freak ways that proved how desperate the situation was—Hope went to her room and opened her laptop. She took deep breaths as she waited for her email to load. How many times had she thought about doing this, only to change her mind? But it was finally time. It was now or never. She clicked on the compose button, pulling up a fresh email box, and began to type.

      Help me, Henrietta…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The coffee shop around the corner from the town common glowed with soft pink light as sun shone in through tall windows and reflected off the bare brick wall. Sitting in a private spot off to the side, Joni breathed in the scent of freshly ground beans and debated whether she could risk another cup of French roast as she waited for the next web series candidate to show up.

      Based on how rapidly her fingers drummed on the surface of the wooden table, the answer was probably no. But maybe she could get away with a chai. She put in her order at the counter and took a moment to stretch before taking her seat once more. Frankly, her butt was going numb. This day had better be over soon.

      It didn’t help Joni’s mood that she’d been sitting in the same place most of the day, conducting interviews with a steady stream of candidates for The Love Project. They’d all been fine, but not a single one had stood out. None of them had wowed her in that indescribable way she’d hoped they would. For her web series to gain traction, Joni knew she had to choose the perfect individual. This wasn’t about finding someone who needed advice. It was about selecting a person who could shine like a star by the time they’d reached the end of their transformation. A diamond in the rough.

      She glanced down at the grainy photo of her next contender, Hopeless in Massachusetts. Not a lot of star power there, she feared. To be honest, the poor quality of the photo alone had almost been enough to set the woman aside, but something in her letter had struck a chord with Joni and made her want to find out more.

      Her eyes swept the fresh, youthful faces of the college students who packed the popular gathering place, wondering whether she’d even recognize Hopeless when the time came. Other than being a thirty-year-old Latina woman with the usual two eyes, a nose, and a mouth, her photo didn’t give Joni much to go on.

      “Oat milk chai!” the barista hollered.

      Just as Joni hopped up to retrieve her drink, the glass door swung open. Joni’s pulse raced, and her throat went dry as a woman stepped through, directly into a shaft of sunlight that made her dark locks shine like obsidian. She wore a white cotton dress that served as a perfect complement to her deep bronze skin. Even though it hugged her rounded breasts and hips in a way that left little to the imagination, there was nothing vulgar about it. Quite the contrary. There was an air of innocence about her that was refreshingly appealing.

      Could that be Hopeless?

      Joni pushed aside that little gem of wishful thinking the instant her brain suggested the possibility. Sure, the woman was about the right age and had two eyes, a nose, and a mouth, but no way could that be her girl. Uh-uh. If that woman couldn’t find a date, there wasn’t a chance in hell for the other ninety-nine percent of the population. Game over. The whole species might as well plan on going extinct.

      And yet, as Joni returned to the table, her chai wobbling in her unsteady hand, it seemed the woman was heading in the same direction, her own hand clutching a tattered copy of a newspaper with a publicity photo of Joni and her mother, the one that accompanied every Help Me Henrietta column. It was a terrible picture of her, and Joni immediately wished it would burst into flames. Nevertheless, dark chocolate eyes landed on her with a questioning flicker of recognition.

      “Knock me down with a feather,” Joni whispered to herself before setting her cup on the table. She made full eye contact with the beautiful stranger and prayed her knees wouldn’t buckle before she had a chance to sit down safely. “You’re not looking for Joni Fisher, are you?”

      The woman nodded, her eyes almost immediately dropping to the floor.

      Holy shit.

      With supreme effort, Joni shoehorned her brain back into the strictly professional box and made an off-the-cuff assessment. Confidence was definitely an issue. That should be easy enough to manage. She wondered what else she might find out as they got to know each other better.

      Strictly professionally, she reminded herself one more time.

      “What would you like to drink?” Joni asked.

      “Oh, I don’t need anything.” The woman’s voice was so soft Joni had to lean forward to hear her over the hustle and bustle around them.

      Joni added lack of assertiveness to her list. It was clear she didn’t like to ask for things, which would make dating more complicated. Would she go to a restaurant with someone and not want to order anything? Simply sitting there looking glum?

      “Please,” Joni urged. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Chai, then, if it’s not too much trouble.” The woman flashed a broad smile that almost made Joni forget what she’d ordered.

      “Chai. Got it.” Joni marched to the counter, returning moments later with the drink in hand. “Here you go. I hope you don’t mind. I ordered it with oat milk. Force of habit.”

      “T-thanks,” the woman stuttered. “I prefer oat milk, t-too.”

      Did she always stutter, Joni wondered, or was that a sign of rattled nerves? She’d have to plant all these details into her brain to take notes later. She didn’t want to start jotting it all down like this was a therapy session or something. As much as possible, she wanted the woman to be at ease. Not an easy task.

      “So, Hope—” Joni froze as she realized she’d started to call the stranger by the pseudonym from the letter. “I’m sorry. I don’t actually know your real name.”

      “That’s funny because you guessed it correctly.” The corners of the woman’s mouth twitched, leaving Joni mesmerized as she watched her lift the tall mug to her lips.

      “Huh?”

      “Hope.” She blew into the steaming liquid while Joni did her best not to fixate on her luscious mouth. So much for strictly professional. “My name is Hope.”

      “Ah, I get it. Hope. Hopeless. Clever.” Joni bonked her head. “Where are my manners? I’m Joni.”

      “I know.” Hope’s gaze once again slid to the floor. “I recognized you from your picture.”

      “So, are you actually from Massachusetts, like your name said?”

      Hope nodded. “I live in Springfield. Or, at least, that’s usually where I live when I’m not—well, never mind that. It’s where I’m from. I don’t get to Amherst, much, though.”

      Ignoring Hope’s awkwardness, Joni perked up in her seat. “Good, good.”

      Hope’s brow wrinkled. “It’s good I don’t get to Amherst much?”

      Joni laughed. “No, it’s good that you don’t live very far away. It’ll make it easier for filming. If you end up being chosen, that is.”

      “Oh.” The spark that had lit up Hope’s eyes when Joni mentioned filming extinguished just as quickly, and Joni regretted having added that caveat. “You don’t think I’d be right for the series?”

      “It’s…” Joni searched for the right words to express her doubt. “The thing is I’m having a hard time picturing you not being able to get a date. I mean, God, you look like you could be a model.”

      Clouds gathered across Hope’s face. “What, do you think I’m doing this to get famous or something?”

      “Of course not.” Geez, way to totally blow it, Joni. “I figure, you know, human nature being what it is, people must fawn over you all the time.”

      Hope shrugged. “Not really.”

      “Come on. I have eyes.” As she said it, Joni realized her eyes were roving all over the place in a way that was bordering on inappropriate, and it was her turn to stare at the floor.

      Nice tile.

      “Okay.” Joni refocused on the task at hand. “Let’s see if we can get to the bottom of this. What do you do when a guy hits on you?”

      Hope stared at her with a wide-eyed expression that gave Joni the impression the woman’s brain had blue screened and needed to reboot.

      “Or maybe when a girl hits on you?”

      Hope remained frozen, and Joni wished she could kick herself in the shin for asking such a self-serving question. But damn. For a second there, she’d really hoped for a better reaction, one that would put a big green check mark in the queer column. Wishful thinking.

      “Hope?”

      “Sorry.” She blinked, shaking her head. “I was trying to think, but like I said, it simply doesn’t happen.”

      “Never?” Joni was as inclined to believe this as she was to deem the tooth fairy to be real.

      Hope chewed on her straw some more, leaving the top ragged. “Or, it might be that I don’t pick up on it. That’s what my cousin Alicia tells me.”

      Now that sounded intriguing. “What do you mean, exactly?”

      “Well, sometimes I’ve sort of accidentally ended up on dates.”

      “Dates, plural? You make it sound like it’s happened more than once.”

      Hope nodded earnestly. “Several times. Like when I went to a Super Bowl party that was actually a date.”

      Joni put her elbow on the table, propping up her head with her hand. “This I’ve gotta hear.”

      “So, Mitch—he’s my roommate—had a friend over one time, and he mentioned me coming over to his place to watch the Super Bowl. Now, the Pats were playing, so naturally I said yes.” Hope plunged the straw in and out of her drink. “The day of the game, I made enough nachos for an army, but when I showed up, there wasn’t a party at all. It was only Rick, and he didn’t understand why I’d made so much food. It was awkward.”

      Joni held in a laugh at this understatement of the year. “Tell me about another time.”

      Hope drew a deep breath while Joni willed herself not to stare at the woman’s suddenly very prominent breasts. “There was a different friend of Mitch’s who showed up on Valentine’s Day with flowers and balloons. Again, I thought we were hanging out. I had no idea he planned to take me back to his house, where he’d cooked me dinner. Do you want other examples?”

      “I think I get the picture.” Joni was almost speechless. How could such a gorgeous woman be so adorably clueless? Communication seemed to be another area where Hope could use assistance. Good thing Joni had been a communications major. “When they asked you out, what did they say? And how did you respond?”

      “Uh, I don’t remember. It went something like: You like football. Great, I like football. We should watch football together.”

      “I guess that could happen to anyone,” Joni offered, though she wasn’t convinced she believed herself. “That Rick guy, the one who invited you over to watch the big game—did he say he was having a party?”

      “I don’t think so. No.”

      “Then why did you make nachos for a party?”

      “Why else invite me over for the biggest game of the year? I’m sorta known for my nachos.” Hope sounded completely sincere. Had she been raised in a house without mirrors and had no idea what she looked like?

      “You mentioned Mitch twice already today, and in your letter, too. It sounded like you might’ve been in love with him,” Joni prompted. “Could you tell me about that?”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Hope tossed out, not completely hiding her bitterness.

      Joni zeroed in on this, her years of therapy telling her it was the key. “Why doesn’t it matter?”

      “He’s engaged, and things kinda got weird between us. It’s uncomfortable being around him, so I need to find a new place to live, or I’m going to be spending my entire summer vacation couch surfing.”

      “Is that right?” Joni wrapped her fingers around the ceramic mug as a million lightbulbs went off in her head. “I think I can help.”

      Hope’s face brightened. “With Mitch?”

      “No, not with Mitch. With the living situation.”

      “Oh. Does that mean you don’t want me?”

      “I absolutely want you,” Joni declared on impulse, despite having three more interviews lined up the next day. It didn’t matter. In that instant, she knew she’d found her girl. For the show. Not for herself. That would be so unprofessional. Oh God. She should probably make that clearer, or Hope was going to think she was some kind of perv. “I want to bring you on board for the show.”

      “You do?”

      “What’s more, I want you to live with me. I mean, not with me, with me. I want you to live in my place. My apartment.” Joni’s face burst into flames. The more she talked, the worse this was sounding. It was like she’d never spoken to a female human before. Miraculously, Hope didn’t seem to be noticing her massive faux pas.

      She took a sip of the all but forgotten, very lukewarm chai and tried again. “My original idea for the web series was to film it like an old school reality show, like Big Brother or something. My parents have a guest house above the garage. That’s usually where I live, but it’s perfect for setting up a camera area to film each day, and I could live in the main house while you stay there. You said you’re off for the summer?”

      “I’m a teacher,” Hope confirmed, “so I have a break until the end of August. If I could stay at this apartment you talked about, it would be a godsend. I really can’t face Mitch right now, and I’d rather not have to explain this to my family quite yet.”

      Joni sensed there was a lot more to that story, but now wasn’t the time to dig in. Instead, she pulled papers out of her bag. “Here’s the contract. Feel free to have your lawyer look it over before you sign.”

      “No need for that. I trust you. I grew up reading Help Me Henrietta, so I feel like your mom helped raise me.” Hope reached in her own bag for a pen, scrawled her name on the line, and handed the contract back.

      Joni clapped her hands together and let out a little squeal. “The fans are going to love you.”

      But just the fans. Definitely not Joni. Oh, and whatever guy Hope ended up with. He’d have to love her, too.

      Joni bit her lip. She’d forgotten about that part. Whatever. It was fine. She had no interest in love or relationships and was much too dedicated to her job to screw things up by falling for her own… client? Patient? Well, whatever Hope would be to her, she was strictly off-limits.

      This wasn’t about Joni, anyway. This was about saving Help Me Henrietta, no matter what she had to do. She needed to stay focused, eyes on the prize. Not Hope’s ta-tas. Stunning eyes. Or luscious lips.
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        * * *

      

      That weekend, Joni stood in front of the dresser in her bedroom, tossing the last of her T-shirts into a bag while her friend, and her father’s former student, Kimberly, looked on. “Well, that’s it.”

      Kim eyed her over the top of her round glasses. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “Which idea? Me moving in with my parents for the summer, or doing this web series in the first place?”

      “Well, now that you mention it, both.”

      “It’s only for a few months, and the main house is plenty big enough for three people,” Joni pointed out. “As for the web series, with a licensed therapist on retainer, what could go wrong? I mean, why do you think I brought you on board?”

      “Same reason you always come to me,” Kim said darkly. “To get your dad off your case.”

      “Touché.” The only thing that had finally shut her father up about potential lawsuits was agreeing to ask his most talented former student to advise on the show.

      “Just tell me one thing, Joni. This girl you’re bringing here, Hope. She could’ve commuted from Springfield every day, no problem. Why bring her into your home? Why give up your sanctuary?”

      “I like to eat and need to pay my bills.” Joni let out a sigh, as frustrated by her own financial situation as she was by what her friend’s questions had left unsaid. She knew Kim well enough to know what she was insinuating. “This has nothing to do with Hope being an attractive single woman.”

      “You forgot straight. An attractive, single, heterosexual woman. Or do you think I don’t remember your three-year obsession with Espy?”

      “I was practically a kid when that happened. Besides, you aren’t here to deal with me and my issues this time, Dr. Chen.”

      Kim rolled her eyes. “You pined over that straight best friend of yours until your sophomore year of college, and don’t try to deny it.”

      “Time honored tradition of my people,” Joni joked, doing her best to downplay a chapter in her life that had left more than a few scars. “Come on. If you haven’t been in love with at least one straight best friend in your lifetime, are you even a real lesbian?”

      Kim’s expression grew thoughtful. “I remember seeing in the file you sent over that Hope had a similar situation, minus the gay piece.”

      “Her best friend, Mitch,” Joni said. “She wanted to marry him; he wanted to marry someone else. They also shared an apartment.”

      “Poor thing.” After a moment, Kim added, “So, what was the deal between them? Did they break up, and he started dating someone else, was he two-timing her, or what?”

      “That’s the weird part.” Joni paused. Having giving this same question plenty of thought, she had a few theories. “Hope wasn’t very forthcoming about it. They were childhood friends. I kind of got the impression he might have had a crush on her at one point, but they never actually dated.”

      “She wasn’t interested?”

      “More like she wasn’t aware.” Joni filled Kim in on the stories Hope had shared of some of her dating mishaps. “I think by the time she realized she had developed feelings for him, it was too late. He’d moved on.”

      “Interesting.” It seemed like Kim was about to say something else but changed her mind.

      “Yeah. Anyway, that’s why I invited her here. Their living situation became a little awkward. Plus, it’s the best thing for the show.”

      “Uh-huh.” Kim clearly remained unconvinced of Joni’s motives.

      “Listen, Shrinky Dink—”

      “Oh, no. This is bad. You only call me names when you’re really uncomfortable.”

      “Just stop, okay? This is strictly a business relationship. That’s all. Oh, here she comes.” Joni pointed to the driveway, where a modest Toyota had pulled in.

      “That’s Hopeless in Massachusetts?” Kim’s eyes boggled as a pair of legs that went on for days emerged from the driver’s side door, quickly followed by the rest of Hope’s equally attractive form.

      Joni cleared her throat, which had grown a little scratchy all of a sudden. “I know. I can’t believe she can’t get a date.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Look at her. She looks exactly like Espy, your three-year obsession.”

      Joni whipped around to face Kim, hands on her hips. “How do you know what Espy looked like?”

      “Well, um…” Kim’s eyes shifted away from Joni’s glare. “I didn’t mention this before, but I’m pretty sure I ran into her once, a few years ago. As soon as she said her name, Espy, my ears perked up. I can’t remember how, but you were brought up…” Kim hastily added, “Innocently, and I put two and two together. It was at some university event we were both attending. I could barely believe it. Considering how much I’d heard about her from you, I almost felt like I was in the presence of a celebrity.”

      “You met Esperanza in the flesh, and you never told me?”

      “I didn’t—wait. Her name was Esperanza?” Kim put a hand to her mouth, and it quickly became clear she was trying to stifle a laugh.

      “Why is that funny?” Joni demanded.

      “Are you even kidding me with this right now?” Kim gasped for breath between fits of mirth, her bobbed black hair swinging in her face. “Wow, seriously. When you have a type, you fully commit.”

      Joni threw her hands up in the air. “Now you’re being cryptic. And a jerk.”

      Kim made a valiant effort to bring her face back to neutral. “Sorry. I couldn’t help it. You must know why I’m laughing.”

      “Because you think I can’t control myself around tall, attractive Latina women?”

      “No, because Esperanza is literally the Spanish word for hope.”

      Joni pressed her fingers against her lips, experiencing a sinking feeling instead of humor. Though she wouldn’t admit it to anyone, least of all her friend, Kim was right. Her feelings for her best friend had torn her up inside for years. Was she really on the verge of letting history repeat itself? She lifted her chin. No way was she going to let that happen.

      “Come on. You know me better than this, Kim. Between you and me, this whole love thing is a total crock of shit.”

      “Be careful, Joni.” Kim placed a hand on Joni’s shoulder. “Hearts aren’t easily mended.”

      The doorbell rang, and Joni tossed the door open, willing herself to be cheerful despite her recent shift in mood. “You made it! Welcome.”

      Hope smiled a million watt smile that Joni was going to need to start wearing sunglasses to withstand. “I’m really glad to be here.”

      “Hi, I’m Kimberly Chen,” Kim said, coming up alongside Joni and reaching to shake Hope’s hand. “I’m consulting on the show.”

      Joni eyed Hope’s single duffle bag. “Is that all you brought?” As she said it, Joni stepped aside and motioned for Hope to enter.

      “No, I just wasn’t sure this was the place and didn’t want to unload the car until I checked. I’ve got a ton of baggage.”

      “She’s not the only one,” Kim muttered under her breath, softly enough that only Joni could hear. Then she raised her voice back to its normal level. “I better get going. It was lovely to meet you, Hope. I’ll be back on Monday for the first day of filming.”

      Kim flashed Joni another be careful expression before heading out the door, leaving Joni to wonder how big a mess she was about to get herself into.
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      Hope hung up the last item of clothing in the closet, zipped her bag shut, and placed it neatly under the bed to get it out of the way. Even if the accommodations were only temporary, she would still do her best to keep her surroundings tidy. Her eyes swept the bedroom as she took in the space where she would live for the next eight weeks.

      The first thing that struck her was how pleasantly bright it was. Hope hated dark rooms and the feeling of being closed in. Sunlight streamed into the apartment not only through multiple windows but from two generously sized skylights, turning the cream-colored walls an almost lemony color that was warm and inviting. However, thanks to a mini-split air conditioning unit humming quietly on the wall, the space remained a perfect temperature despite the summer heat that was building outside. Hope would be more than comfortable here.

      The decor was up-to-date but not starkly modern, the way Hope liked it. A cheerful art print hung in a frame on the wall above the bed, which had a fluffy duvet and four big pillows to prop behind her head while reading, but none of those fussy decorative pillows that end up getting tossed on the floor. There was the right number of knick-knacks on display, too, at least in Hope’s opinion. A stuffed gnome on the dresser, for example, made the room feel lived in, but it wasn’t overwhelmed by junk whose only purpose was to collect dust. Hope hated dust. While this wasn’t her own room, she felt at home.

      Wandering into the main room, Hope walked to the built-in bookshelves that stretched along one full wall. She was an avid reader and believed you could tell a lot about a person from what they kept on their bookcase. Fiction or nonfiction? Literary classics or grocery store checkout best sellers? When getting to know someone, each detail was a little clue.

      Alone in the room, Hope scanned the titles with open curiosity. She smiled as she recognized several she, too, owned. The Secret History of the Pink Carnation. The Strange Case of the Alchemist’s Daughter. House of Salt and Sorrows. A Curse So Dark and Lonely. None of these were books a person would buy to make themselves look smarter, so it was clear Joni shared her reading taste. Hope even found a few she’d never heard of but would love to check out and made a mental note to do so if she had some free evenings.

      She was about to move along when her eyes landed on four familiar hardbacks. It was the series that had plagued her high school experience. In a strange way, those books and their rabid fandom had led Hope to this very room.

      The Twilight series.

      Hope pulled the first book off the shelf, thumbing to the copyright page. It was a first edition.

      “Hey there!” Joni called out, entering through the front door. “Sorry to barge in, but I knocked, and you didn’t answer.”

      “I’m in here.” Hope swiveled her head toward Joni, who looked as bright and breezy as the summer day outside. She’d pulled back her light brown hair into a half ponytail, the loose ends curling below her shoulders, and wore jean shorts and a solid blue T-shirt that enhanced the ocean-like quality of her eyes. “I guess I was too busy examining your book collection to hear the door.”

      “That’s all right. You getting settled?” Joni asked before her eyes fell on the book Hope still clutched in her hand. “Ah, no wonder you didn’t hear me. That book is engrossing. Are you a big Twilight fan?”

      “Uh—”

      “What am I saying? Everybody loved those books.” Joni fixed her with a penetrating look. “Were you Team Edward or Team Jacob?”

      The dreaded question.

      “I was…I, uh…” Stomach clenching, Hope hastily replaced the book onto the shelf. “To be honest, I never completely understood the whole team thing.”

      “Oh, so you didn’t read the books, then?”

      “No, I read them.” Hope bit her lip, knowing if she revealed the truth, Joni would never look at her the same way again. She’d soon discover how big a freak Hope was, like what had happened in high school. “I enjoyed the stories, really. I just didn’t understand why everybody got caught up in that whole love triangle nonsense.”

      “Nonsense?” Joni’s mouth hung open, like she had heard the most scandalous news.

      “I mean, I guess the author had to put it in because people expect that kind of thing, but it’s not like that was the important part of the story. Yet, by the end of my junior year in high school, pretty much everybody had declared themselves either Team Edward or Team Jacob. It was like you couldn’t even eat lunch with someone if you weren’t on the same team, you know? It was nuts.”

      “Well, that is taking it to an extreme,” Joni conceded. “I was already in college when the books came out, and I don’t remember it reaching that level of intensity. But people definitely took sides.”

      “I can still remember the time when my cousin Alicia texted me at three in the morning declaring she was Team Edward, and if I didn’t agree, I was dead to her.” Hope turned back toward the books, shaking her head at all the trouble they’d caused. “Can I be honest? I never saw why Bella would want either of them.”

      Hope held her breath, knowing this was when Joni would start looking at her like the total misfit she was, but instead, Joni’s expression reflected interest without the judgment Hope was used to.

      “You want to elaborate on that?” Joni motioned for them to take a seat on the nearby couch, which was really more like a loveseat with two oversized cushions.

      Hope sat down, perched on the edge of one cushion, careful not to take up more than her portion or get too close to Joni’s side. Personal space was very important to Hope. “From what I could gather, Team Jacob voted for him because of his abs and Edward fans solely for his brooding good looks.”

      Joni tilted her head back and forth as if weighing the two options. “Yeah. That pretty much sums it up. Everybody has a type, right?”

      Do they? Hope wondered.

      “Well, I guess.” Hope’s hands fidgeted in her lap. If she had a type, she wished someone would let her know what it was.

      “I might not be the best one to speak on that topic, seeing as how I don’t go for guys myself,” Joni said, “but I still understood the attraction.”

      Hope frowned. “See, I supposedly do go for guys, but I really didn’t understand it.”

      A quizzical look came over Joni’s face. “That’s an intriguing way of saying it. What do you mean, supposedly?”

      Hope let out a little sigh, clearing her throat. “There was a time when I was a teenager, when all my friends were gushing about Edward and Jacob, not to mention all the other guys they wanted to make out with because they had nice teeth or a good butt, where I started to question whether I might be gay.”

      “And?” There was a flicker of something in Joni’s expression that Hope couldn’t name.

      Hope shrugged. How the hell was she supposed to know whether she was gay or straight? Both labels assumed a sexual attraction that so far for Hope had proven elusive and impossible to define, so how could she be expected to choose?

      “I’m perfectly capable of recognizing when someone has what would qualify as a good butt or nice teeth, whether they’re a guy or a girl. I don’t know what to do with the information.”

      “You’ve had sex, though.” Joni shifted on the couch as if not completely comfortable with the direction the conversation was headed. “Haven’t you?”

      “A few times in college.” Hope prayed Joni wouldn’t press for more details. There’d be no way to hide from her how uninspiring Hope had found the experiences.

      “Why?” Again, Joni’s tone held no judgement.

      Hope searched for an explanation. The best she could offer was, “It seemed like something I was supposed to do.”

      Joni sat quietly and leaned forward a hint. “Did you ever choose a side?”

      “Gay or straight?” Hope asked. “My family thinks I’m bi, but that was partially a miscommunication.”

      “I was talking about Jacob or Edward, although we might need to circle back to the rest of what you said.” The mischief in her grin made Hope laugh out loud.

      “Ah, Jacob or Edward. The really important stuff.” Hope rolled her eyes. “Yeah, eventually I had to pick, right? Either that or eat lunch all alone. I went with Jacob.”

      “So, you’re an abs girl,” Joni said with mock seriousness. “That’s better than being a teeth girl. You know teeth aren’t sexy, right? Butts and abs, yes. Teeth, not really.”

      “Good teeth are important,” Hope argued, wondering why Joni ranked some body parts higher than others. Hope didn’t. She guessed it was one more thing that set her apart as being weird.

      “Good teeth are important if you’re buying a horse,” Joni countered. “But really, why did you go with Jacob?”

      “Because he was there for Bella when Edward left. But he was also a hothead and not an ideal match in the long run.” Hope shrugged one shoulder. “Did you have a side?”

      “Edward,” Joni answered without hesitation.

      “Why?”

      “I thought they were soul mates.” A dreamy quality entered Joni’s eyes. “I could feel it almost instantly, a tingle all the way to my bones, from the very first book.”

      Hope slapped her hands together, producing a single, booming clap. “That right there! That is what I don’t get.”

      “The concept of destiny?” Joni deadpanned.

      Hope snorted. “No, that almost physical feeling you’re describing. Edward, Jacob, and Bella were words on a page. How can anyone get so invested? Although, I read another series in high school, I can’t remember the name right now, but it was such a beautiful romance. In the beginning they were sworn enemies, but by book five, they started admitting that they might possibly have feelings for each other—”

      “Book five?” Joni’s eyebrows shot up. “Talk about a slow-burn romance. That’s excruciating.”

      “With those two, I totally got it.” Hope wriggled as a gooey sensation swooshed through her. “You know, my parents were friends since they were kids, and they didn’t start dating until they were in their late twenties.”

      “Do you see that as your ideal couple?” The way she asked, Hope could picture Joni as a therapist, taking notes while Hope babbled on the couch. Usually, the thought of therapy put Hope on edge, but with Joni asking the questions, Hope wanted to open up in ways that surprised her.

      “I think love needs a firm foundation.” She repositioned herself to face Joni. “It’s why I thought Mitch and I would end up together.”

      “Because you were in love with him since childhood?”

      “No.” Hope screwed up her face to reflect how crazy that notion sounded to her, but she realized Joni might not consider that a normal reaction and tried to smooth it into neutral lines. “We’ve known each other since we were born, basically. Like my parents, we had been such great friends ever since I can remember.”

      “And attraction?”

      “We had something more important. Mutual respect. Isn’t that what matters most?” Hope didn’t wait for a response. Something told her she might not like whatever Joni had to say. Instead, she changed the subject. “You want to know something funny? It’s because of Twilight that I started reading your mom’s columns.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I knew I wasn’t like the other girls I went to high school with. I mean, I was basically on an island all by myself.”

      “Team slow-burn romance.”

      “But really, what’s wrong with wanting to get to know a person on every level before there’s that spark? Ripped abs and brooding good looks are a terrible basis for love.”

      “Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever thought about Twilight from that perspective. When you say it like that, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it.”

      “Well, I wish you’d been there when I was in high school to talk sense into the others.”

      After a brief pause, Joni asked, “How did that lead to you reading Help Me Henrietta?”

      “Abuelita, that’s my grandmother, had the daily paper delivered. I would go to her house after school, and she’d have me read articles to her while she cooked dinner. That’s how I found the column, and it gave me an insight into people I didn’t have on my own. Your mom has helped me navigate many troubled waters.”

      “Would you like to meet her?”

      “Oh, geez.” Hope grinned, her pulse quickening at the prospect. “I really, really would.”

      “Great.” Joni hopped to her feet. “There’s no time like the present.”

      A gentle breeze blew as they headed outside, filling Hope’s nostrils with the scent of roses. “That smells amazing.”

      Joni pointed to an immaculately tended rose garden against the side of the main house. “That’s my mom’s real passion. Now that she’s getting up there in age, she wants to spend all of her time tending to her roses.”

      “They’re lovely.”

      “Too bad they don’t pay the bills.” A tinge of bitterness marred Joni’s laughter. “It’s probably for the best. Having her garden to occupy her has made recent declines with the column easier since she had something else to focus on.”

      “I’m impressed she can still answer so many letters every day. I’ll be heartbroken when she retires. No offense,” she added quickly. “I’m sure you’ll do great when you take over.”

      Joni glanced at the ground then back to Hope. “Can I let you in on a secret, if you promise not to repeat it?”

      Hope nodded, eager to hear whatever Joni had to share.

      “I’ve pretty much been writing the column for the past five years.”

      “You have?” Hope mentally flipped through all the letters in the past few years that had given her so much insight and strength. Those were all Joni’s? That must explain why she felt connected to the woman way beyond what was normal for a person she’d just met.

      “Mom still does some from time to time but fewer every year.” Joni shrugged as if dismissing any bad feelings she might have over her lack of recognition for the job she did. “Mom’s the face of Henrietta. She loves it too much to let that part go.”

      Following Joni through the back door, Hope stepped inside a roomy area with dark cherry cupboards and a modern, gleaming washer and dryer set tucked beneath a granite counter. It was the fanciest mudroom she’d ever seen. A door at the other end led to a similarly outfitted kitchen. “This is gorgeous.”

      “Yeah, the kitchen is the neutral zone of the house, like Switzerland. My parents redid it several years back, right after they finished paying off the mortgage. Mom likes to cook, and Dad likes to eat, so it was one of the few times they were in complete agreement over spending money.”

      “If they’ve paid off the mortgage, they must’ve lived here a long time.”

      “Since before I was born,” Joni confirmed.

      Hope thought of the comfortable four-bedroom cape-style house in Springfield she’d grown up in. “My parents still live in the house I was raised in, too. I don’t know what I’d do if they ever sold it. All my childhood memories are of that house.”

      “I always thought I’d be able to buy something in this neighborhood,” Joni said. “It’s so close to the center of town you can walk to everything. But things have changed a lot since my parents’ days. This area used to be young professors and their families. Now the prices have skyrocketed, and it’s all working professionals, while the academics have to commute from the outskirts.”

      “Educators don’t make a lot of money,” Hope said, knowing this from firsthand experience. A phrase Joni had used earlier came back to her, leaving her puzzled. “What did you mean the kitchen is like Switzerland?”

      “Oh, that. My parents like their space. That’s the side where my dad lives. His bedroom, office, and bathroom are there.” Joni stood in the middle of the kitchen, pointing first to the left then hooking her thumb over her shoulder to the right. “And, Mom’s bedroom, office, and bathroom are that way.”

      Hope frowned as she tried to process the arrangement and whatever it might imply. “Where are you going to stay?”

      “In the attic.” Joni gestured to a narrow back staircase off to one side. “That way I don’t enter either of their spaces, and we all have our territory.”

      “Wow.” Hope mulled over this new information. “They sound like siblings sharing a bedroom, using string to mark their sides.”

      “Yes, and that’s not the only way they resemble children.” Joni gave an eye roll. “Especially my father.”

      As Joni said this, a man’s voice, sounding like a growling bear, boomed down the stairwell.

      “What’s all this crap in the God-blasted hallway?”

      Joni visibly tensed. “Speak of the devil.”

      “Joni hasn’t moved everything up to the attic yet,” said a woman’s voice, coming from roughly the same vicinity. That had to be the one and only Clara Fisher. This wasn’t exactly how Hope had pictured meeting her idol.

      “Why can’t she rent an apartment in town for the summer? Then I wouldn’t be inconvenienced,” Joni’s dad grouched again.

      Hope held her breath, waiting for the response that was sure to come. One glance at Joni told her the woman wanted to sink through the floorboards.

      “Oh, yes. That’s what our daughter needs right now while she’s trying to salvage our business—all so you don’t have to walk around boxes in the hallway.” Sarcasm added bite to Clara’s words. “The great psychologist who thinks of children as little more than test subjects in a lab. No squishy feelings for you.”

      “Squishy feelings?” The way he said it, Hope could picture him using mocking air quotes around the words. “Such a technical term.”

      “Sorry, I’m not a big shot head of the psychology department with a fancy education. I don’t poke and prod to figure out how brains work. I write words that help people.” Whatever Clara was doing, it probably included wild gesticulations.

      Hope had to wonder if they were always like this. Joni appeared mortified, frozen in place, but not shocked at what was going on.

      “You help people?” The man laughed, but Hope wanted to cry. Were they ever going to stop? “You only tell people what they want to hear. Not the hard truth!”

      “I tell the truth,” Clara yelled, “but I’m not cruel about it. I’m not surprised you don’t know the difference.”

      “What I know is our daughter—who is nearing forty—”

      “She’s only thirty-five, Alex. Jesus. Don’t you know anything about your own flesh and blood, or do you only care about your work?”

      “Oh, that’s rich—”

      All at once, Joni spun to face the mudroom door. “I can’t take this anymore.”

      There was a sound like someone kicking a box and then a long blast of obscenities.

      “I hope that hurts!” Clara bellowed.

      Joni’s eyes filled with tears, and her face was on fire. “I—”

      Without finishing her thought, Joni fled from the house, letting the mudroom door slam behind her as she raced into the garden. Hope wanted to run after her but didn’t know if she should. She’d thought the whole thing on Mitch’s birthday would go down in history as the most awkward moment of her life, but being trapped in the middle of her hero’s domestic squabble was running a very close race.

      While she was still trying to figure out what to do, the arguing couple simultaneously burst into howling laughter. Hope stared toward the second floor, stunned at this rapid turn of events.

      “Are you okay?” the woman asked through fits of giggles.

      “I—I’m sorry, sweetheart. You know change is hard for me.” He sounded defeated and full of remorse. “With retirement looming, I barely know which way is up.”

      “You always act like a bull in a china shop, lashing out until you come to your senses.” There was tenderness in Clara’s tone. “Sometimes, I have to keep pressing your buttons to finally force that to happen.”

      “I don’t know why you put up with me.”

      “Because, Alexander Fisher, after half a century of marriage, I understand you as well as I do myself. I know you have to get all that out first before you can move past it.”

      “I appreciate that, my dear, but it’s only been forty-eight years.”

      “Oh, now you’re a time expert? Maybe it’s just felt like fifty.”

      “I imagine it has,” he conceded.

      It was a surprisingly touching ending to what had started as an ugly fight. Hope regretted that Joni, whom Hope could see through the window shaking as she sat on a bench in the garden, had missed the resolution. Not wanting to intrude in their personal conversation any longer than she had, Hope slowly edged out of the kitchen. She needed to see if Joni was okay.
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      The stone bench was unyielding and hot from the sun, its rough surface digging into the bare part of Joni’s thighs where her shorts didn’t cover. What had started out as a gentle breeze was picking up strength, whipping her hair around until a strand got into her left eye. It felt like a knife slicing her eyeball.

      “Fuck!” Joni rubbed at her face, trying to remove the hair and only making things worse. Tears were streaming from the injured eye like it was a leaky faucet. “What else can go wrong today?”

      “Careful. No need to tempt the universe.”

      Though her eyes were closed, Joni knew it was Hope. The woman must have escaped the house and followed her into the garden. She probably thought Joni was sitting out here crying because of her parents’ fight. Of all the things that were plaguing her during this rotten day, that had to be the absolute worst. She’d rather die than have Hope pity her. She must put a stop to it.

      “I’ve got something in my eye.” Joni tilted her head upward, her left eye squeezed shut, feeling like a pirate in need of a patch. She raised a hand to shield the uninjured eye from the sun. All she could see was Hope’s outline, with sunlight radiating all around her, resembling one of those religious paintings of someone really holy, like an angel or the Virgin Mary.

      But with a smoking hot body.

      Hope lifted her hand, and for one terrible second, Joni thought she might’ve said that part out loud. But instead of slapping her across the face as such an utterance would without question have deserved, Hope motioned for her to make room then sat down beside her on the narrow bench.

      Phew. It seemed she was in the clear, with the bonus knowledge that Hope could not read minds. Good to know.

      With one potential embarrassment averted, there was no escaping the mortifying scene that had played out inside Joni’s house. She focused her working eye on some clover near her feet, her shoulders drooping. “I don’t even know what to say about what happened in there.”

      “Families, huh?”

      Joni buried her head in her hands. “They’re the worst!”

      “They can be, but sometimes they can be your most important allies.” Hope rested her hand on Joni’s shoulder, and even through the sleeve of her T-shirt, her skin felt on the verge of incineration. How could such a simple touch cause that strong of a reaction? If she later found a permanent mark in the shape of Hope’s hand on her skin, it wouldn’t surprise her.

      “My mother’s always been on my side, but my father is impossible. Nothing is good enough for him.” Joni was not quite leaning into Hope’s touch, but she wasn’t pulling back from it either. The comfort it brought was immediate, like aloe on a burn. Even her father’s perpetual disappointment in her stung a bit less than usual.

      Hope continued to sit quietly, her silence inviting Joni to say more, to pour out all that was inside her without fear of judgement.

      “He’s such an asshole to my mom, so fucking condescending because of that stupid diploma on his wall.” Joni balled her fists, imagining she was squeezing the air out of that impossible man. She felt a little better. “Mom had the smarts to earn a PhD of her own, you know. She read every one of his books while he was in school and typed his lecture notes for him every night to help him study. But he demanded she quit to get married, and like a dummy, she agreed.”

      “Did he really?”

      The question was rhetorical, but Joni paused, overcome with the need to be as honest as possible. “Maybe not in so many words, but you heard him in there, bellowing like an animal. Who can love… such a beast?”

      “Is that an intentional Disney quote?”

      Joni’s face emerged from behind her hands, befuddled. “Huh?”

      “Because if it is, I’m totally on board. I love Disney movies.”

      “I’m a Disney fan myself, but I’m afraid whatever you’re trying to say is going right over my frazzled head.” Joni whooshed one hand within an inch of her scalp for emphasis.

      Hope’s lips twitched, holding potential laughter in check. “Beauty and the Beast. It was one of my favorites growing up. To be completely honest, I wanted her yellow dress.”

      Instantly, Joni could picture it. The brilliant golden hue would be the perfect offset to Hope’s stunning complexion. The low-cut bodice plunging deep to reveal bosoms and cleavage as far as the eye could see. A jolt of desire like an electric current caught Joni off guard. She shifted rapidly, pressing her thighs together to keep her body in check. This was hardly the time or place, and definitely not the person, for feelings like that.

      Joni cleared her throat. “You would totally rock that yellow dress.”

      When she heard the way it came out, all gravelly and lascivious, Joni’s entire head went up in flames. Whatever that had been, it was the exact opposite of a smooth come-on. She’d earned herself a slap from Hope this time, for sure. Yet somehow, the woman seemed not to have noticed. She carried on talking as if Joni’s awkward flirting hadn’t gone down like the Hindenburg.

      “Actually, I think the line was such a hideous beast.”

      Wow. Seriously, Hope had no clue. Joni had sailed clear of disaster yet again.

      “That was Mom’s downfall. My dad was a total looker back in the day.” Despite her near brush with complete humiliation, talking to Hope had lifted Joni’s mood to where she actually chuckled after revealing this piece of trivia, and Hope joined in, her laughter sweet and melodic. Joni searched for something else to say, anything to keep the conversation going. She never wanted it to end. “What are your parents like?”

      Hope thought for a moment. “My dad is also a real stud.”

      After an intense pause, during which she questioned her sanity, Joni determined she had actually heard what she’d thought she heard. She laughed so hard she snorted as she gasped for breath. “I did not expect a comment like that from you.”

      “No one ever does.” She said it matter-of-factly, but Joni suspected Hope’s feelings about this were more complicated than she let on.

      Joni tried to lead her to reveal more without coming across as pushy. “So, you were the good kid, huh?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Hope shook her head as she let out a wistful sigh. “I’m the apple of my grandmother’s eye. My dad trained as a chef, and my parents own a chain of restaurants throughout New England, so they worked long hours and sometimes had to travel. I stayed with my grandma a lot, and she doted on me. Or spoiled me rotten, as my cousin Alicia claims.”

      “Alicia sounds jealous.”

      “Alicia has no one to blame but herself. I love her, but she doesn’t make the best choices. Parties after curfew, lots of boyfriends, alcohol, you name it. It’s like she can’t stop, even when she knows she should.”

      “How old is she?”

      “A year older than I am, so old enough to know better. My grandmother thinks I’m a perfect angel, and Alicia thinks I’m a Puritanical prude. She says that lovingly, of course. For the record, neither one is right. And the older I get, the more I sense my grandmother becoming disappointed in me.”

      “Why do you say that?” Joni knew all about disappointing family members, but she couldn’t imagine anyone feeling that way about Hope.

      “She thinks I should already be married and making lots of great-grandbabies.” Hope released another gut-wrenching sigh. “Sometimes, I’m convinced it will never happen, and my failure will crush her.”

      “Come on, now.” Joni patted Hope’s leg, even as she watched her hand with laser focus to make sure it didn’t go off script and do anything naughty. One, two, three, and now fold them both together in your lap like a good girl.

      Hope’s eyes misted, and she blinked rapidly like she was on the verge of tears. Joni wanted to fold her into an embrace, but that would hardly be professional. Not that any of the past thirty minutes, starting with her racing out of the house and leaving Hope to fend for herself in the middle of a family row, could be classified as such. If she wanted to take over the business in full, Joni really needed to work on that. She straightened up and tried to make her face do one of those neutral therapist expressions Kimberly and her father were both so good at.

      “I’m here to help you with that, remember? Although, frankly, it’s a wonder people even want to have relationships, given how much trouble they really are. All the stress, emotional turmoil, and… days like today.” Joni had probably said too much again. She would have to keep a close watch on herself. Hope’s presence acted on her like a truth serum. “I can’t explain how horrified I am that you had to witness that scene.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I grew up with a large and rowdy extended family. I’ve seen and heard it all.”

      “I’ve only seen it from my parents, but it’s enough for a lifetime. If I ever even think of getting married after the example they’ve set, someone should shoot me.” This was her life mantra, and it kind of slipped out despite Joni realizing even as her lips moved that this was the last person she should say something like that to. If she scared Hope off of relationships, she could kiss Help Me Henrietta goodbye. “Fuck—I shouldn’t have said—”

      Hope shushed her, putting a finger to her lips like she probably did when trying to get her young students to settle down and listen. It worked on Joni as well as any five-year-old. “Don’t worry. I promise not to bolt before you do your best to shackle me to what you clearly consider a fate worse than death.”

      Joni laughed despite still feeling like a complete idiot. “You must be thinking you’ve made the biggest mistake taking part in this project after what you’ve seen and heard. But I promise I take my job seriously, and I’m going to do everything I can to help you get the life you dream of.”

      “I know. I trust you.” Hope’s dark brown eyes reflected that faith in their depths, making Joni’s heart flutter.

      “I’m supposed to be the one giving you all the sage advice, but the roles seem to have gotten reversed today.”

      “Everybody can use a little advice sometimes.”

      Joni nodded. Wasn’t that the truth?
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        * * *

      

      On Monday morning, they launched into the proper work of recording preliminary interviews for the web series. It was harder than Joni had counted on, leaving her little time to spend on chitchat as she sweated over lighting issues and battled with a temperamental phone. By the end of Tuesday, she was starting to see why her mother hated the things so much.

      The funny thing was, even though she spent hours asking Hope hundreds of personal questions, the formal sessions fell far short of the spontaneous connection they’d experienced in the garden that first day. Not that what they were filming was bad. Far from it. Hope was a natural. The camera loved her, as Joni had known it would, and her open, sincere personality was guaranteed to draw people in.

      Still, as they wrapped up a second day of filming, Joni longed for another chance to hang out off camera with the real Hope. She imagined them sitting without worrying about camera angles and telling stories without having to go back and repeat the same thing three times because of a technical glitch. Somehow, Joni had never imagined the degree to which making a reality show would feel scripted and artificial.

      And exhausting.

      With the last of the equipment stowed for the night, Joni flung herself onto the couch in her apartment. She was halfway between standing and sitting when she remembered this was technically not her space and she needed to ask Hope if it was okay to stay, but she was too tired upon hitting the cushion to even contemplate getting up right away.

      “I still can’t believe Mom left me to fly solo the past two days,” she muttered, noticing how whiny she sounded but unable to correct her tone. “How can my father be so insensitive that he would demand she come along and help him on some stupid work trip when he knew we had important work to do?”

      Hope sank into the chair across from her, looking equally worn out. “To be fair, you and I had important work to do. You said yourself you weren’t planning to let your mom within twenty feet of anything with a battery or a hard drive.”

      Joni pushed ahead, refusing to concede. “Still, I could’ve used the moral support. She is the face of Help Me Henrietta, after all, even if I do all the work.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be back in plenty of time to join in for later episodes,” Hope soothed. “Besides, are you sure it was a work trip?”

      Joni closed her eyes and massaged her temples with her fingertips, the gentle pressure easing the pounding that had crept up toward the end of the day. “What else would it be?”

      “Maybe they went on a romantic getaway to make up after the fight.”

      Joni’s throat constricted with a gag reflex. “Ew. Those are my parents you’re talking about. Also, are you insane? We both heard the same fight, right?”

      “Don’t you remember the advice Henrietta gave that one reader who was always getting into fights with her husband?”

      “Can you be a little more specific? There have been multiple letters a day for decades. Pretty sure we had more than one couple with a marital spat.” As soon as she said it, Joni regretted her sarcastic tone. Hope had done nothing to deserve her ire. She was a convenient target.

      “It was about two years ago. I think she called herself Sparks Fly.”

      Hope had answered without calling attention in any way to Joni’s bad behavior, which made her feel about two inches tall. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. Sometimes I have to get things out before I can move on. Until I do, I can act like—”

      “A bull in a china shop?”

      Joni opened her eyes to find Hope studying her with an expression she didn’t quite understand. But she shrugged and nodded. The description was fitting. “I was going to say an asshole, but yours works. Actually, yours sounds nicer than mine. Don’t go too easy on me.”

      “Oh, I won’t.”

      Hope’s expression said challenge accepted and sent a thrill of anticipation all the way to Joni’s toes. Not that she enjoyed being put in her place, but if Hope was the one doing it, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. They were evenly matched.

      Joni rested her head against the sofa cushion, her eyes shutting on their own. “Anyway, what advice did Henrietta give to Sparks Fly?”

      “She said a romantic getaway is always a good idea after a spat.”

      “Sounds like one of Mom’s. For one thing, I don’t use the word spat.” Joni wrangled one lid to half-mast, not willing to miss Hope’s reaction to the gentle teasing. She was rewarded with a surprisingly sexy eye roll, followed by a throw pillow being tossed at her head.

      Joni scooped it up, plumped it, and slid it behind her head. “Thank you. I was about to ask for one of those.”
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        * * *

      

      After dragging her bones back to the main house for a much needed night of sleep, Joni spent much of Wednesday morning sitting at the kitchen table in the apartment, which had become ground zero for all things Love Project related. When she finished making the final edits to a teaser video for the web series, Joni motioned for Hope to join her. It was time for the first upload.

      “You ready?” Joni’s right finger hovered over the wireless mouse for her laptop. “Once we make this live, there’s no going back on the web series.”

      Far from being nervous, Hope wiggled with excitement in her chair. “This is so exciting!”

      “Does that mean I should press the button?” Joni couldn’t believe how much her finger shook.

      “A thousand times yes.” Hope put her hand over Joni’s, and the trembling stopped, replaced by a wild flutter in her belly as she experienced the velvety softness of Hope’s palm against her skin. As Hope leaned closer, the delicious scent of her shampoo left Joni woozy. “Let me help.”

      “Okay. Here goes nothing.” Together, Joni and Hope clicked the mouse. When Hope withdrew her hand, Joni’s head stopped spinning, and she could announce with a measure of calm, “It’s official! No turning back.”

      “Well, you’ve been teasing the web series in the column for weeks, so Help Me Henrietta fans have known this day was coming for a while. Technically, as soon as you announced the series, you were locked in.”

      Joni loved how cool-headed Hope remained, especially during moments like this when her calm presence was like a grounding force, keeping Joni steady.

      Joni’s eyes were glued to a counter on the page that tracked views, and anticipation thrummed through her veins. “Do you think it’s too early for anyone to have watched?”

      “Yes.”

      She refreshed the page anyway. As predicted, there weren’t any views yet.

      “Well?” Hope asked in that way that said she already knew the answer. Joni bet that drove the kids in her class bonkers, because that was what it did to her. Responding as one of them might, Joni stuck out her tongue.

      Hope’s laugh landed like the tinkling of a bell in Joni’s ears, its genuineness inviting Joni to join in. “It went live a second ago. No one knows about it yet.”

      Joni slapped a palm against her head. “Right. I need to hit up the Help Me Henrietta social media accounts with the link.”

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Hope got to her feet. “I’m sorry. Would you mind if I made another pot?”

      “This is your place for the summer, remember. No need to ask for my permission.” The mere mention of coffee set Joni’s mouth watering. “To answer your question, I would love a cup. I have a feeling this is going to be a long night.”

      Joni dropped the link into her socials, expressing excitement and confidence that readers of the column would love the new web series and stopping herself from commenting that Help Me Henrietta was finally joining the twenty-first century. She didn’t want to offend her mother.

      Her mother, who still wasn’t back from wherever it was she and Joni’s father had gone gallivanting off to three days ago. Could Hope have actually guessed right, and they’d gone for a romantic trip? Joni dismissed the idea as ludicrous and texted her mom with the news that the series was live. She didn’t expect a response as her mom’s texting abilities were more miss than hit.

      By the time Hope returned to the table with two steaming mugs, all the social media blasts had gone out, and Joni reloaded the page with a real sense of anticipation. Now that the PR had gone out, this time was for real.

      “Three views!” she shouted when the counter refreshed.

      “We’re hopping now!” Hope stirred a spoonful of sugar into Joni’s mug and scooted it over.

      “It’s a start. That’s for sure. A wonderful start.” Joni picked up the mug, the scent of java tickling her nose. She took a sip. Perfection. Maybe even better than her mom’s. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      Hope laughed, her face totally relaxed and beautiful. “I know. I’m a superstar!”

      She placed her hands under her chin, tilting her head to the side, batting her eyelashes in a coquettish manner that she definitely intended to be completely over-the-top ridiculous but which Joni found was getting the job done perfectly.

      “And humble, too.” Joni crossed her legs. Could Hope really have no idea what effect she was having on Joni’s libido?

      “How many views now?”

      Joni focused all her energy on tamping down the internal sparks before anything caught fire. Apparently, Hope really didn’t have a clue, as she turned her full attention to the computer as though unaware of Joni’s agony.

      Joni clicked refresh. “Forty.”

      If her response to the counter was less enthusiastic that time, it was because she had other things on her mind.

      They continued hitting the refresh button, the number increasing more and more.

      Then the screen on Joni’s phone lit up.

      She’d expected it to be her mother texting her back, but instead it was a message from Kim that read: Trouble.

      Accompanying the text was a link to an ad for a new book titled Pop Psychology and the Downfall of America.

      “What the fuck is this?” Joni muttered as she clicked on the overly dramatic title and bolted upright in her seat as a familiar face popped up on her screen. “Oh no.”

      “What is it?” Hope’s eyebrows drew together.

      “Dr. Clara Jackson strikes again.” Joni felt the sense of doom roll in like the clouds of a gathering storm.

      “Who?”

      “Evil Clara, Mom’s nemesis. They were like the Jennifer Aniston and Angelina Jolie of the academic world back in the day. It all started when Dad dumped Clara for Mom. Then Mom started the column, and Clara countered with op-eds in a rival newspaper, trashing Henrietta’s advice in a way that never mentioned the column by name, but clearly was aimed straight at it. And Dad never said one damn word in Mom’s defense.”

      “Wait, your mom’s nemesis has the same name?”

      Joni nodded, still scanning her phone for more details that might provide clues of how Evil Clara intended to tear them down this time.

      “And your father dated her, too? Two Claras?”

      The unexpected mirth in Hope’s tone was enough to tear Joni away from her phone long enough to make eye contact. “So?”

      “I mean, talk about having a type.”

      Yikes. Hope was right, and Joni realized the similarity between her and her father was a little too on the nose with this one. Now was definitely not the time to mention Hope’s doppelgänger, Esperanza.

      “I don’t know what it is about Clara,” Joni said instead, “but despite having all the academic success my mom lacks, it’s like she can’t help herself. She’s obsessed with anything my mother does. I have a bad feeling about her being in the spotlight at the same time our series debuts. It can’t be a coincidence.”

      Understanding dawned in Hope’s eyes. “This is going to devastate your mom, isn’t it? What do we do?”

      “We outshine her. We punch up our content and hit the ground running, creating such a buzz for our show that no one pays the slightest attention to anything else.”

      Hope answered with a determined nod. “I’m down for that.”

      The phone rang, and this time the call was from Joni’s mother. As soon as she said hello, she heard her mom’s frantic voice speaking over what might have been traffic noise.

      “She’s back. Evil Clara.”

      “I know, Mom. Hope and I are working on a plan.” Joni gripped the phone tighter. “When we’re done with her, we’re going to grind Clara Jackson into dust and trample her under our feet. This means war!”

      Joni hung up to find Hope staring at her, eyes wide, looking as if the phone call had been a full moon, and she’d witnessed Joni transform into a scary werewolf. Joni swallowed. “Too much?

      “I never dreamed I’d be saying this to one of the writers of Help me Henrietta, but I think we need to work on your people skills.” Hope shook her head, chuckling. “But, yeah. I’m still down for it. I would never let anyone hurt Henrietta. Let’s trample Clara Jackson to smithereens.”
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      They stood in the parking lot of an uninspiring strip mall, where an optometrist, a podiatrist, and a dentist shared space with one improbably located sports bar. That establishment was the reason they were there, specifically the Friday night speed dating being advertised on a banner outside the door. Hope’s stomach swirled as if she was about to puke.

      The dentist’s office window also displayed a banner, offering a discount on laser whitening treatments. Twenty percent off. Hope wondered what the chances were of talking Joni into a change of plans. Oral hygiene was important, and that was a great deal.

      “Are you okay?” Joni’s eyes flooded with concern.

      Hope shook her head. “I’ve never done anything like this. I’m going to fail.”

      “Relax. You won’t fail.”

      When Joni had vowed to punch up the series and hit the ground running, Hope hadn’t realized what she was in for. Self-esteem boosting exercises were out, replaced by a string of public events designed to engage viewers in the real-world process of Hope finding a date. Less talk, more action, Joni had said. More chance for utter humiliation was all Hope could see.

      Kim had explained the concept of speed dating, and the scientific evidence behind it—how the human brain is wired to make split-second decisions, and how what people say they want doesn’t line up with subconscious preferences—in a segment they’d recorded earlier in the day. Hope remained unconvinced. “There’s no way I can learn enough about a person in ten minutes to fall in love.”

      “Three minutes, and it’s going to be fun.”

      Even more acid flooded Hope’s gut. If she threw up, could she go home? “Have you ever attended a speed dating event?”

      “Well, no,” Joni admitted.

      “Then you can’t know it’s fun. And what did you mean by three minutes? I’m sure Kim said ten.”

      “There’s a range, and Spring likes to keep things hopping, like her name. Besides, everyone can manage to make small talk for three minutes.”

      “I can’t.” Hope wasn’t being obstinate. She’d tried and failed her entire adult life. “You have to help me. What kind of questions should I ask?”

      “Easy breezy types, but ones that reveal certain qualities.”

      “Specifics, Joni.” Hope’s panic kicked into a higher gear. “Talk to me like I’m a baby. Spoon feed me.”

      Joni’s eyes widened as if she’d caught on Hope was serious. “Okay, let’s start with a basic one. Like, are you single?”

      Had she heard that correctly? “Uh, why would someone who’s already in a relationship attend a speed dating event?”

      “Not all relationships are exclusive. And some people are assholes.”

      Joni laughed, but Hope didn’t see the humor. Why would she want to throw herself into a den of assholes? That sounded like the ninth circle of hell. Small talk with jerks.

      “Relax. Spring is a huge fan of the column, and she’s pre-screened every attendee tonight since they had to sign a waiver allowing us to film. Tonight’s event should be relatively asshole-free.” Joni held her phone up. “Speaking of, it’s game time.”

      The inside of the sports bar was filled to the brim with pennants, photos, and every other type of sports paraphernalia imaginable, representing each professional and college team in Massachusetts. The air was laden with the hoppy aroma of beer mixed with the unmistakable scent of fried snack foods. Basically, the last things on earth you want to smell when your stomach has turned itself inside out.

      “I forgot to ask, but do you like sports?” Her voice was calm, but Hope detected concern in Joni’s eyes. No wonder. In a place like this, a non-sports fan would get eaten alive.

      “I watch the Pats with my dad.” Hope squeaked like a terrified mouse.

      “Great. You like football. Try sticking to sports questions.”

      “Sports. Right.” Bile rose in Hope’s throat, cutting off any additional words.

      “Take a deep breath, and have fun.”

      Almost as soon as Joni said this, the shrill blast of a referee’s whistle hit Hope’s nerves with a jolt. A woman stood on a chair and spoke with a voice that carried despite the noise from multiple television screens. A group of several dozen men and a similar number of women drew closer. A nudge to her back from Joni catapulted Hope into their midst.

      “Welcome,” the woman with the whistle said. “I’m Spring, your host and moderator tonight. If you don’t have a name tag yet, there are labels and markers on the back table. Put your name on the label and stick it to your shirts. Just the shirts, fellas.”

      Tittering laughter from the crowd clued Hope in that Spring had told a joke, but the punchline had flown right past Hope. Where else would you put a name tag, if not on your shirt? It was hot and humid, so no one wore a coat.

      When the crowd settled down, Spring continued. “The rules are simple. Each date will last three minutes, so be speedy. That’s why we call it speed dating. Do not exchange contact details during this time. Instead, when I blow the whistle, find your date’s name on the sheet I will hand out and mark either yes or no. Remember, for it to be a match, you must both mark yes. When you leave after the happy hour tonight, I’ll hand you an envelope with the contact details of any matches.”

      “Excuse me,” a woman called out from the crowd. She had blonde hair pulled into a bun and thick glasses that made her look like the stereotype of a librarian come to life. “How many matches should we expect?”

      “We’ve got a big group tonight, so I’d say at least three, but possibly more,” Spring assured her. “Oh, and before I forget, you’ll get a coupon for free buffalo wings with the purchase of two entrees. Fellas, that means the planning for a second date’s already done for you. Full disclosure, my husband and I own this joint, and so you believe that true love can happen, we met at a speed dating night like this one five years ago.”

      There was laughter with the occasional whoop whoop. Not to be impolite, Hope contributed a silent golf clap to the ruckus. Soon, she was ushered to a table for two by a man who was either Spring’s aforementioned husband or someone who really enjoyed speed dating and had decided to help out. He explained that ladies would remain at the table all night while the men would move from table to table at each sound of the whistle. Hope gave a weak smile, sure that the shock of hearing Spring blow on that blasted thing every three minutes for the rest of the night would kill her.

      As if to test this theory, Spring lifted the whistle to her lips, pausing to grin as if she was about to grant every lonely heart their fondest wish for love, then blew. “Let’s date!”

      As Hope’s ears rang, a man in a Red Sox T-shirt sat opposite her.

      “Hi,” he said nervously. “Would you like to ask the first question?”

      “I would, but I can’t.” Hope tensed as she waited for her joke to land.

      The man’s face wrinkled with confusion.

      “Sorry, I was kidding. By asking me that question, you actually had already asked the first—never mind. Okay, here goes.” Her eyes landed on the Red Sox logo, and Joni’s advice to talk sports echoed in her mind. Sports could tell you a lot about a person. “If you could only cheer for the Yankees, would you ever go to Fenway again?”

      Hope sat back, proud of herself for finding a way to take a sports question and use it to delve deeper into her date’s psyche. No doubt this one could keep them going all night. But the man’s expression darkened, and he leaned closer to her, hands splayed on the table for support.

      “What the fuck kind of question is that?” he barked in a thick Boston accent. “Are you a Yankees fan?”

      Hope shrank into her seat. “I…”

      “I hate the Yankees so much I won’t even step foot in New York. If I had to go to Canada, I would drive all the way around that city.” He traced the path in the air with his finger as Hope tried to picture exactly how he thought he could get to Canada from Boston by heading south. “That’s how much I hate the Yankees.”

      “But why wouldn’t you go north through Vermont?” Hope pointed her finger upward for north. “Or New Hampshire.” She ticked her finger to the right.

      “Da fuck?” With that, he crossed his arms and refused to say another word.

      Every remaining second of the three minutes crawled by. Hope found herself in the unexpected position of praying for the whistle to blow.

      Finally, it came.

      Hope looked to Joni, who flashed a thumbs-up sign and an encouraging smile, providing irrefutable proof that whatever she’d been recording for the past three minutes, she must have completely missed Hope’s first date. Hope’s assessment was two thumbs down.

      That’s okay, Hope told herself. The next one will be better.

      Another man sat down in the chair recently vacated by Mr. Fenway. He was wearing a cat T-shirt that read, “The snuggle is real.”

      Aww, how sweet. That had to be an encouraging sign, right?

      Considering the terrible reaction last time, Hope ditched the sports talk and took a clue from her new companion’s shirt to jump-start the conversation. “If you could only snuggle with your soul mate, but not do anything else, would that be enough?”

      “You mean, like, no…” He formed a circle with the fingers of one hand and poked the index finger of the other into it with such vigorous enthusiasm that even the sometimes-slow Hope was quickly clued in to his meaning. The man’s mouth opened, closed, and then slightly opened as he cocked his head to the side as if asking, “Are you saying you’re frigid or something?”

      Hope’s heart beat faster. She’d screwed up again. “No. I was—your shirt.”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have worn this,” he muttered.

      She pointed to the pun. “It’s funny.”

      “My mom got it for me for Christmas.”

      Hope brightened up at the mention of family. That had to be a good topic for small talk, right? “Are you close with your mother?”

      “I’m Irish.” He held his hands out to each side as if to say that should settle the matter.

      Hope bit her lip, unclear what being Irish had to do with anything. “Is that a yes or no?”

      His face reddened. “Are you trying to insult my mother?”

      “No. Of course not.” Was she trapped in a bad dream? She had to think fast. “Okay, new question. If your cat and your mom are both tied to railroad tracks, and you only had time to save one of them, which would you choose?”

      The man’s face turned a deep eggplant, a vein bulging in his forehead. “You’re a sick fuck, talking about hurting my mother, you know that? Look, lady, I don’t even have a cat. I hate cats. I only wore this shirt because chicks dig cats, and I wanna get laid.”

      With that, he jumped from his seat and stormed to the bar, not even waiting for the whistle. Hope debated whether she was expected to follow, but then she saw the bartender hand Cat Man a Bud Light, and she realized she’d dodged a bullet. When it came to beer, Hope had standards.

      Thankfully, that thought gave her another line of questioning that was absolutely foolproof. When the whistle blew and the next man took his seat, Hope was ready.

      “Do you like beer”—Hope glanced at the name tag on the man’s shirt, remembering it was good manners to use a person’s name when making conversation—“Brett?”

      Instead of supplying a simple yes or no, the man’s eyes narrowed. “You think you’re funny?”

      Hope’s brain ached. What had she said wrong this time?

      “Just because I look a little bit like that Supreme Court guy. The one the libtards wanted to sink with bogus claims from his frat boy days, and we have the same first name, doesn’t mean I’m a prick.”

      “I never said—"

      He threw his hands up in the air. “You know what? I’m done. I’m tired of you feminazis, always trying to make a political point. I’ve got feelings, you know.”

      Hope shut her eyes, wishing she could hide under the table. “So, that’s a no on the beer, then?”

      “That’s a no to you.” He jabbed his finger toward Hope. “Hell yes.”

      Hope shook her head, lost in a sea of yes and no. “I’m not following this conversation at all.”

      “I was only trying to do my buddy a favor, since they were short a man.”

      As if to make matters even worse, a new song crackled over the bar’s sound system, drowning out half of what he said. Hope cupped a hand to her ear, straining to make out anything above the din. “Where’s a short man?”

      “For such a hot chick, you’re a real piece of work.”

      Tears stung the corners of Hope’s eyes. She’d heard that, loud and clear. The sound of the whistle a few moments later was the best sound of Hope’s life.

      “Okay, daters,” Spring called. “We’re going to take a quick break. Feel free to mingle.”

      While all the other participants broke into couples and small groups, effortlessly conversing, Hope dragged herself to the bar like she was exiting a battlefield. She’d known it would be bad, but what had happened tonight was beyond her imagination.

      “You need a drink, too?” The blonde librarian lady who’d asked a question earlier slid into position beside her at the bar.

      “There’s not enough alcohol in the world.” Hope held up a hand to get the bartender’s attention.

      “What can I get you ladies?” he asked.

      “Can I get a pint of that?” Hope squinted at the tap. “Does that say Toasted Coconut Cream Coffee Porter? Is that for real?”

      “Sure is.” The bartender nodded as if to acknowledge her fine taste. “It’s a local one, made right here in Amherst.”

      “Well, in that case, I’ll give it a try.” Hope turned to the woman next to her, sneaking a glance at her name tag. “What would you like, Jess?”

      “The IPA,” she replied.

      When she reached for her wallet, Hope waved it away. “My treat. You look like your night’s going about as well as mine.”

      “I’m terrible at small talk,” Jess said. “I get all tongue-tied.”

      “Without realizing it, I angered a Red Sox fan, threatened someone’s mother, and made fun of a guy for looking like Brett Kavanaugh.”

      “You win.” She gave Hope a high five.

      When Hope had returned to the table for another round of torture, Joni came up to her, holding the camera out and grinning.

      “This is gold, Hope. You’re doing great. Viewers are going to love this.”

      Hope glared at her. “Why? Because they like watching a car crash?”

      Joni pressed her lips together, on the verge of cracking up. “The first three were a little rough. I’ll grant you that.”

      “Sand paper is rough. Being dragged naked across the Sahara is rough. That—” There was no word for what this experience was.

      “But you’re starting to hit your groove. The beer question was really good. That Brett guy is a nut job. Let it roll off you.”

      “Let it roll off?” Hope gave Joni a how the fuck do I do that look. Grasping the icy pint glass, Hope breathed in malty coconut as the strength-renewing liquid rolled over her tongue.

      “Word of advice? Stick with simple questions, not existential ones.”

      Hope took one more sip before setting the glass down. “But you can’t get into a good discussion with a simple question.”

      “You only have three minutes.”

      “Three minutes of pure hell.” Hope plucked at her shirt. “I’m sweating through my clothes.”

      “Do you want to leave?”

      Yes! Hope wanted to scream. She refrained, washing down the panic with another cool, bubbly gulp of beer. “No, I agreed to this. I can’t bail on you and let Help Me Henrietta down. Not with Evil Clara breathing down our necks.”

      “Listen. I only want you to do things you’re comfortable with.”

      The lady with the whistle let it rip again.

      “It’s fine. How many more can there be?”

      “Maybe nine more rounds?”

      Hope wanted to die. Right there. Right then.

      But before she could negotiate with God to let her take her last breath and get it over with, Joni slipped away and a man sat across from Hope, asking without introduction, “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Oh, good question.” Since she hadn’t been the one to get the ball rolling, maybe this time would be better. “The funny thing is I’ve given this a lot of thought. I love blue. Most people associate it with sadness, or there are those who think of an endless sky with possibilities. But, I love the color, because when I was a kid, I had a favorite blanket. Baby blue. I carried that thing everywhere. However, when I was ten, my parents took me to Fenway, and I brought my blanket. I lost it. Ever since that day, I’ve been searching for it. Do you get what I’m saying?” Hope smiled. That had gone pretty well.

      “You still had a security blanket when you were ten?”

      “Uh—?” Had that not gone as well as she thought?

      The man rolled his eyes. “Those guys were right about you.”

      “What guys?” Hope’s eyes scanned the other tables. All three of the men she’d dated earlier kept sneaking furtive glances at her like she was some sort of weirdly unpredictable robot hell-bent on destroying the planet.

      Oh. Those guys.

      The rest of the night went by in a blur, Hope letting them ask her questions and only giving yes or no answers with zero explanation. She didn’t see the point, but she wanted it to end. It was high school all over again, taunts from the other kids burning her ears. Hope’s core was shutting down, feeling like a short-circuiting robot who clearly wouldn’t become this year’s tech hit.

      The final whistle blew, and Spring, who had to have suffered brain damage at some point, actually said, “Wow! Wasn’t that fun?”

      And she meant it.

      As they turned their attention to filling in their match sheets with the people they wanted to get to know better, Hope noticed almost everyone else was laughing and making small talk, even though they were no longer forced to do it. Meanwhile, she sat alone.

      “Can I buy you a beer?” Joni plopped herself into the empty chair across from Hope, the first friendly face to occupy it all night.

      “Are we still filming?”

      “Not right now. I’ll get some shots later when Spring comes by with the envelopes.”

      “Do we really have to stay that long?”

      “It’ll be over soon. Come on. What kind of beer would you like?”

      “Not Bud Light.”

      Joni shot her a look of pure revulsion. “Never in my life would I buy a woman a drink that’s the equivalent of yellow piss water, unless she absolutely insisted, and I’d still try to talk her out of it.”

      “Hallelujah.” For the first time in hours, Hope’s muscles relaxed. “Ask the bartender if there’s another local brew he’d recommend.”

      Joni made a dash for the bar, returning with a pint of dark beer with a thick head of creamy foam. “He said it’s a brown ale that tastes like chocolate.”

      “Perfect.” Hope took it like it contained a magical elixir.

      Joni took a sip of her own lighter brew. “How’d you lose your blanket?”

      “What blanket?”

      “The one you brought to Fenway.” Joni shrugged apologetically. “I couldn’t help but listen in.”

      “Oh, that.” Hope smiled at the memory of that day, even as the dark chocolate beer warmed her belly and relaxed her muscles enough to no longer feel like her joints were rusted. “I was so excited to be at the game, and my parents bought me every snack food, getting me hopped up on sugar.”

      “So, kid heaven.” Joni leaned in, erasing half the distance between them.

      “Totally.” Instead of drawing away as she usually would when someone encroached on her space, some unseen force pulled Hope closer. “Then I spilled red punch all over my dress, and my mom took me to the bathroom to clean up, while my dad gathered our stuff. He’s never been good with some details. I mean, he knows every ingredient for a million meals, but practical life skills? Not so much. By the time I realized I’d lost Blue, we were outside of the stadium, and you can’t go back in. They told us to check lost and found, but I suspect the cleaning crew tossed it.”

      “That must have been terrible.” Joni’s face bore no sign of teasing.

      “It really was.” Hope lingered for a moment before sitting back and taking a swig of beer. “How bad was I?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Tonight. Not one guy seemed impressed.” Her shoulders slumped. “I understand if you want to pull the plug on me. I can’t even make small talk. Get someone for this series who isn’t broken.”

      Joni’s jaw hardened, her eyes turning to steel. “Don’t you ever say that about yourself again. Hope Alvarez, you are not broken.”

      Failure crushed her chest. “I ruined everything tonight.”

      “Tonight was quite illuminating.” The kindness on Joni’s face helped Hope breathe again. “I, for one, learned a lot.”

      Hope tilted her head, unconvinced. “Like what?”

      “Speed dating is not your thing.”

      Suddenly light as a feather, Hope burst into laughter. “How was I supposed to know that cat shirt dude didn’t actually have a cat? That’s false advertising, isn’t it?”

      Joni leaned in with a conspiratorial whisper. “Just so you know, I’ve never had a cat, but if it was my imaginary cat and my very real dad tied to the railroad tracks, I’d save my make-believe pet.”

      Hope doubled over, tears streaming down her cheeks as the laughter chased away the unpleasant parts of the night. That seemed to be Joni’s special talent, making her laugh, putting her at ease. “I’ll try not to tell him your secret.”

      “Oh, you can tell him.” A hint of sadness flickered in Joni’s eyes. “He’d probably say the same.”

      “That’s where I think you’re wrong, about your dad and about yourself.” Hope studied Joni as the seconds ticked. Did the woman realize how similar to her dad she was? Finally, she glanced away, watching Spring handing out her envelopes, person by person. The remnants of beer turned sour in Hope’s mouth. “She’s getting closer. Can we go?”

      “Absolutely not.” Joni grabbed her camera and started recording as Spring sidled up to the table.

      “Here you go, dear.” Spring held out a piece of paper. “Your coupon for free wings, as promised.”

      Hope took it, waiting for the dreaded envelope. Which didn’t come. “Uh, is there anything else?”

      The woman said nothing but looked as if she wanted to be swallowed by the floor.

      Hope fervently wished for that same fate as she came to the cold realization there were no matches for her. Not a single one. “Oh.”

      “Here’s another coupon.” Spring looked at Hope like a train had run over her cat. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks,” Hope mumbled.

      Then Spring strode to Cat Dude’s table, presenting him with an envelope.

      “Am I trapped in some type of nightmare or something?” Hope jerked her chin so Joni wouldn’t miss it. “He got a match?”

      Joni gave an exaggerated shudder. “You dodged a bullet with that one. I’m getting a serious serial-killer vibe.”

      Despite Joni’s joking, tears pricked Hope’s eyes. “Doesn’t that make it worse. He got a date, and I didn’t.”

      “Honestly, I think it’s better to avoid dating possible serial killers, even for free wings.”

      Joni was trying to lighten her mood, but Hope wouldn’t let her. Too much was at stake. “How is this going to work out?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The title of the show is The Love Project, which implies I’ll find love. Tonight, we’ve established that isn’t going to happen.” Hope pressed her hands to the tabletop, gathering the strength to do what was right. “I’m going to quit, let you start over with someone new. I’m all wrong for this new format. Finding someone better is your only chance to save the column and protect your mom from Evil Clara.”

      “No, you will not quit.” Joni spoke like a woman whose mind was made up. “We need to keep trying. It might be a bigger challenge than we anticipated, but we’re going to find the right person who’ll appreciate you. I promise.”

      And even though Hope knew what Joni promised was impossible, she trusted her completely. She wished she didn’t have to be the one who would let everyone else down.
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      The following Monday morning, Joni spotted Kim striding across the grass with an extra-large Dunkin Donuts coffee cup in her outstretched hand. It was too early to be up, but her father had started raging about something or other at the crack of dawn, driving Joni to the relative safety of her favorite bench in the rose garden. She reached for the coffee without a word, downing several scalding gulps before coming up for air.

      “Thank you,” Joni said, her manners returning as the caffeine jolted her system. “I needed this.”

      “When I saw how early you’d texted me this morning, I kind of figured.” Kimberly sat in the empty spot on the bench. “How’s Hope doing?”

      “Still beating herself up about the speed dating fiasco.” Joni cast a worried glance toward the garage apartment windows, noting the tightly drawn shades. Despite Joni’s reassurances, Hope had barely stepped foot outside all weekend. Joni wondered if they would have to wake the woman up to start the day. “I’ve tried to give her some space, but I’m afraid that makes it even worse. Despite my assurances, she’s completely convinced she’s broken beyond repair.”

      “Poor thing.” Kim pulled a stack of folders from the leather satchel she carried on her shoulder. “I have a theory. I’ve been doing a little research, and it’s still a work in progress, but I brought along some articles I thought might be pertinent. First, though, I’d like her to do that online dating profile I sent over.”

      “Hope’s not going to like it.” When Joni had brought up online dating, Hope had looked like she wanted to throw up.

      “But she’s still willing to do it?”

      Joni nodded. “She says she’s willing to keep going until we vote her off the island. I tried to tell her it’s not that kind of reality series, but with the mood she’s been in, I don’t know how much got through. Meanwhile, the reaction online to the speed dating teaser I posted has been phenomenal. Cat Dude’s becoming a meme, and Evil Clara is taking swipes at us in typical fashion.”

      Kim rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I saw her piece in the Times about speed dating. It was pretty obvious I was the misguided mental health professional who should know better, even without her naming names.”

      “Hits on the series website went up twenty percent right after that op-ed published. I hate to say it, but Mom’s old rivalry might be good for business.” Even so, Joni had removed that section from the paper before handing it to her mom, eternally grateful the woman still insisted on the Sunday print edition.

      Kim stood and wandered closer to the rose bushes, which were in magnificent mid-summer display. There was wonder on her face as she pointed to one of the most unusual varieties, a bush covered in lavender blue blooms. “I’ve never seen a blue rose before, except those awful ones they dye with food coloring in the grocery store. I didn’t think they really existed.”

      “That bush is Mom’s pride and joy. It’s a hybrid tea rose called Blue Girl. She wanted one so badly. When she finally got it, it took a full year to bloom, and when it did, the roses were pink. Mom was fit to be tied. The next year they were blue, though. Mom always told me it was magic. They’ve come back blue every year since.”

      “When I was a little girl,” Kim said, “my grandmother used to tell me bedtime stories she’d learned growing up in China. There was one about an emperor’s daughter who said she would only marry a suitor who brought her a blue rose. First, one man painted a rose blue, and she immediately called him out on it and sent him away. Then another man brought a rose carved from a sapphire, and she turned him down, telling him he had a heart as cold as stone. A third man got a magician to create an illusion of a blue rose, but when she reached for it, her hand passed right through, so she sent him away because she could never marry someone who would deceive her.”

      “This emperor’s daughter sounds a little high maintenance,” Joni remarked, though she was curious where the story would end.

      “Well, it turned out she was secretly in love with a young man who worked as a gardener at the palace. She knew her father would never let her marry him because he was so common, and she also knew blue roses didn’t really exist. That was the point of her demand. Since there was no such thing, at least she’d never have to marry someone else.”

      “Clever.”

      “One night, she was crying in the garden, so sad she could never have her true love. The young gardener, wanting to comfort her, promised that the next day he would bring her a blue rose. Sure enough, he presented himself to the emperor in the morning, but when he showed her the flower he had brought, it was pure white. Everyone was pointing and whispering, saying it was just a common white rose, but then the emperor’s daughter reached out and touched the white petals with joy on her face and announced, ‘This is a blue rose.’”

      “Did the emperor get angry?”

      “The opposite. He gave them his blessing to marry on the spot, telling the crowd that if his daughter said that was a blue rose, then that was what it was. They married and lived happily ever after, which is why the blue rose is a symbol of hope.”

      “Did you say Hope?” No way had she heard that right. Joni’s eyes flickered toward the apartment, her mind flooded with the face of the woman inside. The blinds in Hope’s kitchen window moved, and Joni quickly looked away.

      “Yes, hope in the face of unattainable love,” Kim replied, apparently unaware of the alternative connection Joni had made.

      Unattainable love. That figured. Joni was doomed to be forever in the friend zone with a woman who, under different circumstances, might have been the one for her. If Joni was even in the market for that type of thing, which she wasn’t, of course. There was no better recipe for unrequited love than falling for a woman who would never return her interest. She knew this firsthand and had no intention of doing it again.

      “Well, I guess we should get started with the day,” Joni announced, eager to put all thoughts of Hope—and unattainable love—out of her mind. “Lots of work to do. I hope our girl’s snapped out of her funk enough to record today.”

      When they knocked on the door, Hope answered almost instantly, inviting them inside. After moping the entire weekend in her pajamas, Joni noted how Hope had dressed for the camera in a pair of loose linen pants and a short sleeve top, her glossy hair pulled back neatly in a ponytail. The only sign of ongoing distress was a hint of darkness beneath her eyes that makeup couldn’t hide. Considering this whole project was torture for her, Joni couldn’t help but admire Hope’s professionalism and determination to see it through. She was one tough cookie, a trait Joni respected.

      Kim pulled out her laptop, setting it up while Joni got the camera rolling. She motioned for Hope to take the chair directly in front of the computer. “The first thing we’re going to do today is set up a Lovelace Connections profile.”

      Hope frowned. “A what?”

      “It’s that dating website I told you about,” Joni said.

      All the color drained from Hope’s face. “Oh, right… Look, I’m not so sure about online dating. All that swiping left and right. I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “I understand your concern,” Kim said, “but Lovelace Connections is a different kind of dating app. It uses sophisticated algorithms to make matches and is based on sound psychological principles. I can say that for certain because one of my colleagues at the university actually consulted on their latest version. The science is top-notch.”

      “Well, okay,” Hope said with all the enthusiasm of someone being asked to eat a mudpie topped with wriggling worms. “I guess I can’t argue with science. What’s the first question?”

      “There aren’t any questions, not yet. Just tasks designed to free your subconscious,” Kim answered. “The first one is to sort a series of photos by yes or no as quickly as you can, based on whether or not you would agree to go out with the person in the picture.”

      Hope grimaced. “That sounds like speed dating but worse. I don’t even get to talk to them.”

      “These aren’t people you’ll actually go out with,” Joni explained. “It’s only a test.”

      “A test I’m going to fail,” Hope muttered.

      “Remember what I explained about speed dating?” Kim asked. “How what people say they want and the choices they subconsciously make are often very different? That’s what this test is based on. There are no right answers and no pressure, because unlike speed dating or a traditional dating app, you’re not going to be worrying about whether that person would be interested in you in return. It’s easier to be honest when you’re not expecting any matches.”

      A flash of pain marred Hope’s expression, reminding Joni that the woman knew exactly what it felt like not to get any matches. Well, it was their loss, those fools. Leaving the camera on its tripod, Joni walked behind Hope’s seat and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Come on. You can do this.”

      Hope nodded, stiffening like she was preparing for battle as she put her hand over the mouse. “Okay, what do I do?”

      “You start the test by clicking the blue button in the middle of the screen,” Kim said, pointing to it with her finger. “As soon as you see a picture, you click left for no or right for yes. Fast. You get less than a second for each one. If you take longer, the screen starts flashing red. If it happens too many times, you have to start over.”

      Hope drew a deep breath, her fingers on the mouse trembling like she was handling a nuclear launch key. With a slight flinch, she clicked the start button. A photo of a man with blond hair popped up.

      “Oh!” Hope froze like the proverbial deer in headlights as the screen started to flash red. “What do I do?”

      “Left or right,” Kim encouraged, her mellow tone at odds with the angry red flashing.

      “Um…” As Hope shook, the photo disappeared, replaced by a Black man with a goatee. Hope began to rock in her seat. “Uh…”

      “Just click,” Joni urged, her own anxiety kicking into high gear as the screen started to flash again. “Yes or no?”

      Hope clicked. Then clicked again and again. Joni sighed in relief. Finally. Now that Hope was getting past her fear, they could make some progress on finding her a date. A fresh face popped up, a guy wearing a red scarf, and as the mouse clicked, Joni wondered if this joker on the screen had earned a yes. Her hands furled at her sides as she imagined tightening the red scarf around the man’s neck. He looked like a jerk.

      After one fast and furious minute, the test came to an end, but to Joni’s surprise, the clicking continued. “Hope?”

      “Huh?” She clicked again.

      “The test is over,” Joni said.

      Hope’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh, good. How did I do?”

      “You were really going fast there, once you got the hang of it,” Joni told her, but the expression on Kim’s face told her something was off.

      “Maybe I should have been clearer,” Kim began in her most patient tone, “but one of the requirements of this test was you had to keep your eyes open for it.”

      Joni looked to Hope, who was now wearing the expression of a kid caught stealing from the cookie jar.

      “I’m sorry,” Hope said, not bothering to pretend innocence. “It was too hard, but I didn’t want to disappoint both of you. I hope you’re not mad.”

      Far from being angry, Joni had to put her hand to her mouth to hold in a laugh. Devious little devil. She had to give the woman points, though, for her quick thinking.

      “We’ll have to toss out these results.” Kim looked slightly less amused.

      “Should I try again?” Hope asked, looking like a kid preparing to get a scolding.

      “No,” Kim said. “I’m going to have you do something else. The same colleague who designed that test has a somewhat different version she created for clinical research into human sexuality. Are you willing to give it a try?”

      “Okay,” Hope said, not sounding thrilled.

      Leaning over the table, Kim took control of the mouse and pulled up a new app from the desktop. “The rules are the same, except you get five seconds per picture. Also, this time there will be pictures of both men and women, and instead of deciding if you would go out on a date with them, you’re deciding if you would sit down with them for a cup of coffee.”

      “I think I can manage that,” Hope said with a grateful smile. “Will it flash red if I don’t answer right away?”

      “Yes, but I think you’ll find five seconds is a surprisingly long time.” Kim placed the arrow over the start button. “Ready?”

      By way of answering, Hope put her hand on the mouse and clicked. The first thing Joni noticed was that unlike the previous pictures, which were headshots against a white background, these photos showed people in different environments, going about daily tasks. There was a man walking a dog, a woman reading a book, and the list went on. Joni thought she understood the difference. Kim was no longer asking Hope to make decisions based solely on appearance, but providing subtle clues as to the person’s likes and dislikes, their personality. But why this was so important, Joni wasn’t sure.

      When Hope reached the end of this second test, she seemed much more relaxed than the first time around. “I think I did better.”

      “Much better,” Kim agreed. “Do you have any thoughts on why it was easier for you this time?”

      “For one thing,” Hope answered, “I wasn’t being asked to go on a date. That’s a lot less pressure. Plus, I felt like these pictures helped me know if the people were nice or if we had something in common.”

      “Let’s take a closer look.” Kim clicked through until she reached one of a classically handsome young man on a skateboard, shirtless and tan.

      Even though Joni wasn’t attracted to men herself, she could see why Hope would be into this guy. He had the chiseled jaw and six-pack abs most women went crazy for. Jesus, how did people even get abs like that? She hated him on the spot and was shocked when Kim asked, “Why didn’t you choose him?”

      Holy shit. Hope had actually clicked left on Captain America?

      “It’s the expression on his face,” Hope answered. “His smile lacks sincerity. Plus, there’s a woman in the background who’s having car trouble. See how the hood’s up? He had to have skated past her, and he clearly didn’t offer to help. Who does that?”

      “I’ll admit,” Joni said, “I was too busy looking at his abs to notice the car.”

      Hope’s head swiveled to the screen. “Oh. I didn’t realize he wasn’t wearing a shirt.”

      Joni’s jaw dropped. “How? I mean, that man is a spectacular physical specimen. And I’m a lesbian.”

      But Kim didn’t look the least bit surprised by Hope’s explanation. “A lot of people used to think there are only two types of sexuality, either gay or straight.”

      “But what about bi,” Joni argued, “or pan, or—”

      “That’s my point,” Kim said. “The more we’ve learned about sexuality and gender, the more we’ve rejected these binaries, like gay and straight, or male and female, in favor of recognizing a broader spectrum. Do you know what the A stands for in LGBTQIA+?”

      Joni scuffed her toe against the floor, having no idea, but not wanting to admit it. That seemed like something that, as a member of the community, she should know. Honestly, though, there were so many letters now that she’d lost track of a few.

      “It stands for asexual,” Kim supplied when neither Joni nor Hope answered.

      “As in no sex?” Joni struggled to wrap her head around the concept. She understood not wanting a relationship, but who wouldn’t want sex?

      “As in not experiencing sexual attraction,” Kim clarified. “Or experiencing attraction only under limited circumstances. Like the other things we talked about, attraction exists on a spectrum.”

      Joni still felt confused, but Hope was nodding as if what Kim was saying made perfect sense.

      Kim held her left arm out to one side, pointing to a spot in the air. “On one end, you would have a person who never experiences any sexual attraction at all. On the other end, you have another person who looks at a stranger across the room and instantly has the desire to get naked with them.” She extended her right arm out as far as it would go, pointing to a spot about three feet away from the first.

      “And in between?” Hope asked, her expression signaling great interest in the answer.

      “That’s the area sometimes known as graysexual,” Kim said. “There’s demisexual, where a person only experiences sexual attraction after they’ve formed a close emotional bond. There’s reciprosexual, where a person only develops sexual attraction after they know the other person is attracted to them. There are other categories, as well, and it’s not uncommon for some people to fluctuate along this spectrum over time.”

      “I have a question.” Hope’s brow was deeply creased as she looked first at Kim and then at Joni. “Are you saying it’s actually true that some people can look at someone they don’t even know, and they want to sleep with them?”

      “Yes.” As she answered, Joni was struck by the suspicion this had never happened to Hope. Was that possible?

      “For real?” Hope’s jaw slackened. “I honestly always thought Alicia was kidding about that.”

      This raised about a million questions for Joni, but she sensed she would need to tread carefully.

      “Hope, can you describe the way you think attraction works? How does it work for you?” Kim asked.

      The question gave Joni pause. Kim was definitely hinting that she thought Hope was asexual. Joni regretted putting Hope on the spot. Strangely, though, Hope’s expression suggested she wasn’t upset but was giving the question serious consideration.

      “I… it’s hard for me to verbalize, but I’ve always kind of known I’m not like normal people my age. I’m not big into looks. I mean, kind eyes would be a plus. I could walk by the sexiest person on the planet, and it doesn’t register.” She ran a hand up and down her blank face. “Like the skateboarder in the picture. I really didn’t notice his body at all. Alicia would’ve, for sure. But that type of attraction—I don’t get it. Obviously, no one looks at me and feels that way.”

      Was Hope serious? Joni thought she was, but how could she think that? It was all Joni could do to keep her mind off of sex whenever Hope was nearby.

      “Why would you think that?” Joni asked.

      Hope shrugged. “Look at the way no one chose me at speed dating night.”

      “Tell me, Hope,” Kim asked in a knowing voice, “was there anyone you met that night that you felt like you’d want to date?”

      “No.” Hope scowled. “The only person I might’ve liked to see again was Jess.”

      Joni’s hackles immediately flared as she tried to picture which one this Jess guy was. “I don’t remember him.”

      “Jess was the blonde with the glasses who kind of looked like a librarian. We chatted briefly during the break.”

      “Wait, Jess is a girl?”

      A memory clicked in Joni’s head. Hadn’t Hope said her family thought she was bisexual? Due to a miscommunication, she’d claimed, and somehow Joni hadn’t followed up. But, what if… Joni’s heart started dancing a jig against her ribs. Was it possible this could mean what she hoped it meant? “I can’t believe I didn’t clarify this before, but, Hope, are you ever attracted—er, I mean, is there a chance you would consider dating a woman?” Joni quickly added, “On the series? I didn’t even think to look into same-sex dating ideas, since you seemed so set on finding another Mitch.”

      “Actually,” Hope chewed on her lip, her fingers balling into fists in her lap, “I sort of did date a woman once.”

      Joni’s eyes boggled. “How are we only just finding out about this? When? Who?”

      Hope shrugged. “It kind of went like all the other stories I told you, the Valentine’s date and the Super Bowl mix-up. I had no clue until she broke up with me that Emma and I were a couple.”

      Joni’s eyebrows shot up. “For how long?”

      “Two months. In retrospect, I could see it from her perspective. We liked sitting close, snuggling to watch movies, giving long hugs, that kind of thing. She thought we were taking things slowly. I felt bad when I realized how stupid I’d been about it. The truth is, I don’t really think about gender very much, or attraction, and I guess I don’t notice when other people do.”

      Hope’s eyes fell to her lap. While her answer had given Joni a renewed burst of energy, poor Hope looked exhausted, like all this talk of sensitive topics was too much for her.

      “Bear with me a little longer,” Kim pleaded in a soft voice. “I have a few more questions, but then I think we can get to some answers. You’ve mentioned Mitch several times in the past. He was the man you wanted to marry. Would you say you were attracted to him?”

      “Well, I guess so, maybe. I mean, he was nerdy as can be, but I never cared about that. He was an amazing listener, and we could talk for hours about anything. It got to the point I could look into his eyes and know exactly what he was thinking.”

      “And that made you want to jump his bones?” Joni regretted her outburst immediately, as Hope sat in stunned silence with a look on her face that said she wished she had an invisibility cloak. “I’m sorry. I didn’t phrase that in the most professional manner.”

      Kim snorted as if to say, thank you, Captain Obvious. “However indelicately, Joni does raise a good point. Did you have a strong desire to have sex with Mitch?”

      “It was more that I was opening up to the possibility, where I hadn’t been before.” For a brief moment, Hope’s expression brightened, but it quickly faded. “Is that a sign I have asexuality?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Kim cautioned. “And it’s not something you have, like an illness. I’m wondering, though, if demisexuality is something you might identify with.”

      “I don’t know what that is, but it sounds terrible.” Hope’s eyes were wide, one hand clamped to her chest. “Do I have something worse than a disease?”

      “No,” Kim soothed. “It’s just Latin for half. I brought some articles for you to look at. It’s nothing to be afraid of or worried about, and personally, I think it makes sense.”

      “Why?” Hope whispered, the unshed tears pooling in her eyes sending a sharp stab through Joni’s heart.

      “You know how you only developed romantic feelings and started to consider Mitch in a sexual way when you’d really bonded with him emotionally?” Kim asked. “That’s a textbook example of demisexuality.”

      Hope cradled her head in her hands. “But I knew him my whole life, and it took that long for me to really feel comfortable thinking about doing things with him like kissing or other stuff. I’m not sure viewers will stick with me long enough for that to happen again. This is supposed to be The Love Project, not the Thirty-Year Project.”

      Kim placed her hand on Hope’s head. “From an early age, we’re taught physical attraction is so important. TV shows and movies are brimming with impossibly gorgeous people. Sure, we spout things about not judging a book by its cover, but the majority of people do.”

      Hope raised her head. “I don’t. And that makes me a freak.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Kim’s tone was firm. “Some people struggle for years to learn that physical attraction isn’t the end all and be all of dating or relationships. You know that already, which gives you a leg up.”

      “But I’m different,” Hope insisted.

      “Different is good,” Joni interjected. “You wouldn’t want roses to all be the same color, right? That would be boring.”

      “True,” Kim said. “Some are red, some are yellow, some are white…”

      “And some are blue,” Joni said.

      “Blue roses?” Hope laughed. “Now I know you’re just saying this to cheer me up. There’s no such thing as a blue rose.”

      “There is,” Joni insisted, “and it’s the most beautiful of them all. I used to think they didn’t exist, too, but they do.”

      Rare, beautiful, and unattainable. Joni’s lips were talking roses, but her heart was thinking Hope. The flash of warning on Kim’s face told Joni her friend recognized her meaning, and there was danger ahead if she chose to continue down that path.
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      Rock step, triple step, triple step. Rock step, triple step, triple step.

      Hope repeated the words in her head as she struggled to translate what the man in the black fedora on the “Learn to Swing Dance” YouTube video was demonstrating into something her own feet could follow. Her right foot hooked behind her left ankle, nearly bringing her to the ground. She pressed pause and went back to the beginning to try again.

      “Are you a leader or a follower?” the man asked.

      Hope thought for a second. Was this a personality test? Joni kept saying she needed to work on her confidence. She squared her shoulders, jutting her chin in the air and making eye contact with the man on the screen. “I’m a leader, Kevin. Let’s do this.”

      Starting on her left foot, she took a step forward, then a step back, then a little hoppy step to the left, and back again to the right. She was still upright, so that was a good sign. She gave it another go, repeating the directions in her head: left, right, left-and-right, left-and-right.

      She was getting it!

      “Keep your heel up on that rock step!” Kevin urged as he clapped the rhythm. “One, two, three-a-four, five-a-six.”

      “Heel up.” Hope saluted as she ran through the steps again, this time paying close attention not to press her heel to the ground. “Got it, Kev. Now what?”

      As if to answer her, a woman in a black and white dress twirled into view. Uh-oh. This was looking complicated, and the closest thing she had to a partner at the moment was a mop. Hope turned off the video. She still had a few more days before the swing dancing lessons Joni had insisted she take for the next episode of the web series. She’d get the hang of it before then, or else end up in traction, in which case she couldn’t be expected to dance, right?

      As she peered out the window, she spotted Clara in the garden, tending her rose bushes as she so often did in the mornings. The flowers were beautiful, though the sight of them was a daily reminder that no one had ever given her roses or even carnations.

      Not one person. Ever.

      Well, unless you counted her dad. And that one accidental Valentine’s date.

      With Kim and Joni’s help, at least Hope had discovered why. It should have made her feel better to have an answer, but in many ways, she felt even worse. Asexual. It sounded like an insult Alicia would’ve hurled at her during a fight. And demisexual? The word still made her feel unlovable through and through.

      Even so, deep down, Hope knew they were onto something with this diagnosis, even if she didn’t want it to be true. And as soon as the next episode of their series hit YouTube, the whole world would know what was wrong with her. Who would ever want to be with her after that?

      What would Henrietta say I should do? Hope wondered.

      All at once it occurred to her that Clara Fisher—Henrietta herself—was kneeling on a padded bench outside her apartment, preparing to pluck weeds from the flower beds. This was Hope’s lucky day.

      Since the start of the project, Clara had been pretty hands off. Part of it was her fear of technology, sure, but Hope sensed it went deeper than that. Clara was backing away from the column, preparing to leave it in the hands of the younger generation. Joni had said her mom was way more interested in her roses these days than answering letters, only poking her head in the office to do one or two a week. But Hope didn’t have to write a letter. All she had to do was buck up her courage and step outside.

      Should she go out and offer to help with the garden? Or would the woman want privacy doing the thing she loved?

      Clara reached around and massaged a spot on her lower back, her face twisting in discomfort.

      That decided it.

      It wasn’t just Hope who needed Clara’s help. Clara needed her help, too. Some sound advice for a sturdy set of hands seemed a fair enough exchange.

      “Hey there,” Hope said in a cheery voice, keeping a casual pace so it didn’t seem like she had ulterior motives for strolling across the backyard.

      Clara stood, her knees creaking. “Hello, dear. How are you?”

      “Not bad.” Hope edged closer to the roses. “It’s hard to believe some of these are real. They’re so pretty.”

      “They’re beauties, aren’t they?” Clara whisked her hand across the blooms, stopping when she reached a bush filled with flowers that were a startling shade of lavender blue. “This one is my favorite. My Blue Girl.”

      “Joni insisted these were real,” Hope said, marveling at the unusual blooms, “but I didn’t believe her.”

      “The bush has a bit of history, actually. I read about them in a book…” Clara closed her eyes. “Or was it in a newspaper article?” She waved a hand. “That detail doesn’t matter. The point is, as soon as I heard about this variety of tea rose, I knew I had to have one. Alex told me it was foolish, but lo and behold, my birthday rolled around, and this little beauty arrived. There wasn’t a card, and he never said it was him, but I know it was. Let me tell you I did a little jig when it arrived.”

      Hope suppressed a laugh as Clara demonstrated the aforementioned jig. She had to give the woman credit. Her dance was much better than Hope’s pathetic swing dancing attempt had been minutes earlier.

      “You may not know this, but most roses don’t bloom the first year they’re planted, so I had to wait all the way until the next summer to watch this masterpiece unfold.” Her face clouded over, and Hope leaned closer. “When the first bud finally started to open, I couldn’t believe it. They were bright pink.”

      “Oh, no!” Hope’s eyes fell onto the blue roses. “Did they send you the wrong bush?”

      “I thought so, or worse, that the whole thing had been a scam. It sounds silly now, but I was so distraught, I broke out into tears when Alex came home from work and asked how my day had gone.” Her lips curved up into a fond smile. “You know, he’s asked me that every day we’ve been together? That day, I’m sure he regretted it. But when I explained to him what had happened, he took me out to dinner to cheer me up.”

      “That was very sweet of him,” Hope said, gently guiding her back to the point of her story, “but how did you end up with blue ones if the ones you got were pink?”

      “I’m getting to that,” Clara scolded. “You young people are so impatient these days.”

      “Sorry,” Hope said, wishing it hadn’t been too obvious that she’d thought Clara’s memory had been wandering.

      “Well, there was nothing to be done. The pink rose bush was going to have to stay. I tried to put it out of my mind and had almost succeeded, so imagine my shock when the next summer rolled around and I saw this.” She gestured to the blue roses.

      Hope frowned. “They turned blue on their own?”

      “No, although I thought so at the time and didn’t find out until later I was wrong. See, unbeknownst to me, Alex must have done some research, or perhaps gotten in touch with the grower about the problem. He found out that this variety of rose is similar to hydrangeas. Do you know how hydrangeas work?”

      Hope nodded. “My grandmother grows them by her garden gate. They’re the ones that turn pink in some types of soil and blue in others, right?”

      “That’s right. For a true blue like these—or as close to true blue as a rose can get, which will always be a little purple—you have to have very acidic soil. I hate to admit this, but early one morning a couple years after all this, I looked out and saw Alex dumping the contents of our French press coffee pot from the day before all over my blue roses. I honestly thought he was trying to sabotage them. I flew out of the house in a rage, and that’s when he explained it to me. The coffee grounds made the soil acidic and turned the roses blue.” Her eyes grew watery. “He didn’t tell me earlier what he was doing because he wanted me to believe in magic.”

      “Aww, that’s so sweet.” And, based on what Joni had told her about the man, not at all what Hope had expected from the stodgy professor with elbow patches.

      “Alex has a sentimental side and can be ever so loving.” She raised a wrinkled hand. “Even if there are times I want to bash his stubborn old head in.”

      Hope laughed, not doubting for a moment that Clara meant it with love. “Would you like some help with the weeds?”

      “I’ll never turn down help. Joni has a wonderful head for business, but she hates digging in the dirt.” Clara rooted around in her garden tote for a spare set of gloves, taking Hope’s hand and pressing them to her palm. “Here. You don’t want to get calluses. Goodness, I barely remember when my own hands were this young and soft.”

      Hope sat on the grass, carefully pulling a weed out by the root. It was soothing work, and Hope could almost feel the anxiousness that had been building inside her the past week flowing out of her fingertips and away from her body.

      Clara watched over Hope’s shoulder, nodding approvingly. “This isn’t your first rodeo, I see.”

      “Nope. I’ve always loved helping my grandmother in the garden. It’s relaxing, and plants are a lot easier to understand than people.”

      “Speaking of people”—Clara kneeled again on the pad, fixing her with a knowing look—“how’s this love project experiment going?”

      “Uh…” What could she say that wouldn’t sound like a criticism of Joni? The show was a disaster, but that was her own fault. “The ratings are a success.”

      “Yes, Joni says the views have been amazing and picking up every week.” Clara screwed up her mouth, giving Hope a penetrating look. “But how is it going for you?”

      Hope grabbed a weed and gave it a good hard yank. “You know when you’re driving by a car accident and you say to yourself, ‘Don’t look. Don’t look.’ But then at the last second you can’t stop yourself from looking? That’s pretty much why people watch the show. I’m the car wreck, if you hadn’t guessed.”

      Clara put a hand on her shoulder. “Come now. It can’t be that bad.”

      “I’m afraid it is. I doubt anyone has ever failed so badly at speed dating as I did.”

      “Speed dating?” Clara looked horrified. “I don’t know what that is, but it sounds downright unnatural.”

      “The real problem is I know nothing about love or relationships.” Hope held off mentioning the asexual part of the equation, figuring that was enough for Clara to get the picture.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” Clara’s eyes twinkled. “No one does. The experts will say they do, but they’re lying. I’ve answered thousands of letters about love, and been married almost fifty years, and most of the time I feel like I’m making things up.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Clara gave her shoulder a squeeze before removing her hand. “One more piece of advice. Don’t let that daughter of mine boss you around. She’s like her father, and can be a real taskmaster when it comes to work, not paying any attention to the feelings or limitations of the people around her. Stand up to her if she pushes too hard.”

      Hope nodded in agreement at Clara’s shrewd assessment of Joni. “She let me off the hook from signing up for online dating, at least for now, so I can be happy about that.”

      “Oh, is that right?” Suspicion lurked behind Clara’s eyes. “What did she get out of it?”

      “What do you mean?” Hope asked, but what she really should have said was how did you know? Because, yes, there had definitely been a trade involved.

      “Joni’s a clever girl, but I’m her mother. I know she never gives in without finagling something in return.”

      “She’s making me go to a swing dancing class this Friday night,” Hope admitted.

      Clara’s eyebrows shot up. “Joni’s going dancing?”

      “No, I’m going dancing. She’ll be there to film my inevitable humiliation.”

      Clara nodded. “That makes more sense. If you want to know a secret, Joni is a terrible dancer. She’s terrified to do it in front of anyone, ever since a particularly painful ballet recital when she was eight.”

      “Really?” Hope couldn’t picture Joni being terrified of anything. That woman had to be the most self-assured person she’d ever met. Her can-do attitude was part of what made the prospect of spending time with her so alluring that Hope looked forward to every new day, even when she knew it would be filled with dating humiliation. “But plenty of people aren’t good at dancing.”

      “Actually, what terrifies her is not so much the dancing part, as looking foolish in front of other people.”

      “I’ve had so much experience looking foolish I’m starting to accept it as a fact of life,” Hope said.

      A mischievous smile played across Clara’s lips. “You want to get the upper hand with my daughter? You should ask her to dance on Friday. That’ll keep her on her toes.”

      Hope laughed, but she wasn’t ready to dismiss the advice yet. Seeing the unflappable Joni Fisher become, well—was flapped a word?—was kind of irresistible.
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        * * *

      

      The swing dancing venue was a half-hour drive north, putting them a stone’s throw from Vermont. While Joni drove, Hope searched her phone for area attractions, turning up a haunted covered bridge and a town named Satan’s Kingdom. Gee, that boded well. How could anything possibly go wrong when ghosts and the devil were involved?

      They parked on a wide main street of a town that was a lot larger than Hope’s research had led her to expect. Though the sun was going down, the air was warm and humid, and Hope fidgeted with the hem of her sleeveless tunic, which she wore over a pair of capri leggings, to keep it from sticking to her skin.

      Joni had assured her the venue was casual, but as they walked closer to the large brick building where the class was to be held, she caught sight of three ladies wearing vintage-style dresses, their hair done up in elaborate rolls like they’d stepped out of a postcard from the 1940s. Hope stopped dead a few feet from the door. What was she getting herself into? She was going to stick out like a sore thumb and look like a total fool.

      Joni gave Hope a nudge with her elbow. “You ready?”

      “I don’t think I’m going to fit in. Look at those women.”

      Joni placed her hand on Hope’s chin and swiveled her head toward a different group, where both men and women were dressed in jeans and T-shirts. “You’ll be fine.”

      Less than reassured, Hope pressed, “This isn’t a blind date or anything, right? You aren’t trying to blindside me to boost the ratings, are you?”

      Still holding her chin, Joni turned Hope’s head to face her. “I would never do that.”

      Hope swallowed but nodded. She knew Joni wouldn’t be cruel. In fact, the woman had a protective streak that melted Hope’s heart. That didn’t mean she was finished arguing, though. “Don’t couples usually take dance classes together? I won’t have anyone to dance with.”

      “This is a singles event,” Joni assured her. “The whole point is to mingle. You’ll end up dancing with every guy here before the forty-five-minute lesson is over. Then there’s a short break, and for the rest of the night, there’s a live band.”

      “Will I have to dance after the lesson is done?” Hope knew her tone did nothing to hide her strong desire to head home and read instead.

      “No. I’ll have plenty of footage by then. You can dance if you want. Or chat with people. Sit in the corner with a beer. Whatever your little heart desires.”

      “They have a bar?” Hope gave a weak smile. A bar might make the night a little easier. “So you won’t be filming the whole night?”

      “Not all of it. Why?”

      “That means you can dance, too.” Hope held her breath for Joni’s response.

      Panic flashed in Joni’s eyes. “Oh, no. I don’t dance.”

      Hope’s eyes narrowed, even as she was secretly filled with glee. Boy, Clara had been spot-on. “Then why are you making me do it?”

      “You told me you love to dance.”

      “With my cousins, yes,” Hope argued, knowing full well Joni understood the difference. “But I’ve never done couples dancing or taken a class.”

      “Now’s your chance,” Joni chirped like an overcaffeinated parakeet, turning away from Hope and taking a step toward the table where a man was selling tickets.

      Anxiety cresting, Hope grabbed Joni’s shoulder, holding her in place. “What if I need a partner? Will you dance with me then, or are you going to leave me alone and humiliated?”

      “Trust me, Hope,” Joni said with a sigh that seemed almost too heavy for the occasion. “You look gorgeous, and there’s no awkward small talk to trip you up like last time. You’re going to have so many dance partners tonight you won’t know what to do with them all.”

      “What makes you say that?” Was it Hope’s imagination, or did Joni not seem as happy as she should about the prospect? After all, this was exactly the outcome their ever-growing fan base was clamoring for. Likes and shares would go through the roof.

      Joni blinked, pausing a beat. “I bribed them all.”

      Hope gasped. “You what?”

      Joni dissolved into laughter, pointing to Hope’s face. “Totally kidding, but your expression right now is priceless.”

      “You are so mean,” Hope scolded, not meaning it.

      “Come on. You needed to lighten up. You looked like you were being sent to a firing squad.” Joni rested her hand on Hope’s arm. “It’s going to be okay. I’ll be right by your side.”

      Their eyes met, and a sense of calm came over Hope. She didn’t want to look away. Joni was like her lifeline, a human incarnation of her old blue security blanket. After several seconds, Joni pulled her hand back, her eyes sliding away as her cheeks flushed pink. Hope wondered why Joni had reacted that way.

      Inside the main room, about thirty people stood around chatting on the wide dance floor. A raised stage stood at one end of the room where members of the band were completing a sound check. Hope snuck a glance at the bar, but it was closed. So much for a little liquid courage to start the evening.

      As Joni readied her recording equipment and went in search of the dance teacher to make sure all the appropriate waivers had been signed, Hope leaned against a tall cocktail table in the far corner of the room, strategically positioning herself so she was mostly hidden behind a support pillar. Despite her expert camouflage skills, a man and woman spotted her and made a beeline for the table.

      “Fresh meat,” said the man. His clothing style resembled the instructor from Hope’s video: a black shirt, black slacks, and a fedora that covered most of his dark curly hair.

      The woman, who had fire engine red hair cut asymmetrically and sported wild eye makeup reminiscent of David Bowie, drilled her elbow into his side. “What Nick meant to say was hello and welcome. It’s so nice to see a new face. He can’t help that he comes off as a jerk at first.”

      Hope looked from one to the other, trying to figure out their relationship. Were they a couple? It was often hard for her to tell that type of thing in social situations. “And after that?”

      “He’s still a jerk.” The woman flashed a triumphant smile as Nick let out a howl of protest. She held out her hand to Hope. “I’m Sam.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Hope shook the woman’s hand and was about to offer her name when Nick bent closer, staring at her face.

      “You look familiar,” he said to Hope. “Have you been to hip-hop night?”

      “No,” she told him.

      Nick tried again. “Salsa, maybe?”

      “Nope. This is actually my first time doing any sort of dancing.”

      “That’s so weird. I’m sure I’ve seen you before.” Nick turned to Sam. “Doesn’t she look—OMG! You’re Hopeless!”

      As Nick shouted the last bit so loud the whole room must have heard, Sam gave him the stink eye. “Rude. Our parents should’ve called you Dick.”

      “Oh, you’re brother and sister,” Hope said, relieved to have discovered the answer to her question.

      “Well, half brother and sister,” Sam replied, clearly wanting to claim as little relationship as possible. “See, we grew up in kind of a hippie commune in Hadley, and our parents—”

      “Never mind that,” Nick interrupted. “This is the girl I was telling you about, Hopeless in Massachusetts, from that web series.”

      Sam’s eyes widened. “Oh my gosh, when our instructor, Bill, said someone was filming here tonight, I assumed it was college students doing a school project. Are you doing an episode for your show?”

      “Yeah,” Hope said, her cheeks growing warm from the sudden attention.

      “All of us at the shop love to watch it on our lunch break,” Nick effused.

      “The shop. Are you a mechanic?” Hope assumed he’d meant an auto shop, but if so, Nick had to be the best dressed mechanic she’d ever met.

      Sam burst out laughing. “My brother works at a sandwich shop.”

      “The Garden of Eatin’.” He puffed out his chest. “Only the top all-vegan, all-organic restaurant in Pioneer Valley.”

      “Hippie parents,” Sam said with a look like no further explanation should be necessary.

      Hope was about to ask where it was, but a man’s voice came over the speakers, calling all the dancers to the floor. Her stomach coiled as she realized that meant her, too. Already, everyone around her seemed to be scrambling to pair up. Hope knew the drill. She would soon be the odd one out. It shocked her when Nick reached out his hand.

      “Need a partner?”

      “Me?” Hope hadn’t felt this good since being picked first for dodge ball in elementary school. Unlike human relationships, she was awesome at dodge ball. She couldn’t help believing dating would be a lot easier if she could hurl a large rubber ball at her intended target.

      Nick grinned. “If I dance with you, I’ll be, like, famous.”

      That answer held all the appeal of a scratchy sweater. “Is that the only reason you want to dance with me?”

      “Don’t take it personally,” Sam said before her brother could answer. “Nick’s gay.”

      “You’re one to talk,” he retorted with a pout.

      “You’re gay, too?” Hope asked Sam, trying to keep up with the conversation.

      “I’m sapiosexual, and he knows it.” Sam glared at her half brother. “But he likes to pretend he’s a Neanderthal and doesn’t know the difference.”

      “Oh. I see.” Hope, who did not want to be thought of as a Neanderthal, refrained from admitting she didn’t know the difference, either. But she wondered if that was one of those other dozens of labels Kim had rattled off when she was trying to explain things the other day. If so, Sam could be a very useful resource, and Hope made a note to seek her out later.

      “Take your partners,” the instructor, a wiry man in his fifties, said into a handheld microphone. “We’re going to start with a basic rock step. Does anyone not know what that is?”

      Holding onto Hope’s hands, Nick gave Hope a questioning look, but she answered with a confident smile.

      “I know this one,” she assured him. “I’ve been practicing all week.”

      “Great!” Turning his head, Nick waved, and Hope realized he was hamming it up for the camera. His sister was right. He was kind of a dick, but Hope wouldn’t hold it against him as long as he could dance.

      Joni stood discreetly on the other side of the dance floor, phone in one hand. She lifted the other hand to return Nick’s greeting, keeping her eyes glued to the screen. Hope was overcome with the desire to wow her. She yearned for Joni to see her excel at something for once and not fall flat on her face.

      Hope gave Nick a conspiratorial bob of the chin. “Let’s show them how this is done.”

      Music blared through the speakers, and the instructor counted out the beat, like on the video Hope had practiced with. Hope smiled. She could do this. When the moment came to dance, Hope stepped forward with her left foot.

      At the same time, Nick stepped forward with his left foot.

      Instead of gliding together through a textbook rock step, triple step, triple step, Hope’s foot made contact with Nick’s shin as a sharp pain shot up her right leg. The next thing she knew, Hope was landing on her butt in the middle of the dance floor.

      A million eyes were on her, but the only pair she sought out were Joni’s. Oh, God. Would Joni hate her for screwing everything up once again?
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      As Hope landed on the dance floor with a thud, Joni nearly dropped the camera. Her first impulse was to rush to Hope’s side, but she was on her feet again in seconds, brushing the dirt off her bottom. As soon as it became clear the woman was okay, Joni had to cover her mouth with her hand to stifle a laugh. That comedy of errors had been like something out of a cartoon. Their fans were going to go absolutely nuts for this.

      The music ground to a halt.

      “I’m so sorry!” Hope said, and even from a distance, Joni could see how her face had gone up in flames.

      “Is this how you treat all of your fans?” her partner teased loudly enough for the mic to pick up. He leaned over to rub his shin, but he was laughing and clearly hadn’t been harmed.

      “Let’s try that again,” the instructor said. “Hope, this time you have to follow Nick’s lead. Remember the golden rule of couples dancing. Gentlemen lead; ladies follow.”

      “Oh, no.” Hope actually looked even more embarrassed than before. “Is that what Kevin meant by leaders and followers? I’ve been practicing the wrong steps all week.”

      “Who’s Kevin?” Nick looked baffled. “I thought you said you haven’t taken a class before.”

      “I’ve been watching YouTube videos,” Hope explained. “I didn’t realize the leader and follower talk had to do with gender. I thought the instructor was giving a pep talk. Like buck up, little camper, and be a leader, you know?”

      The tittering of laughter filled the room as several class members reacted to Hope’s statement. She couldn’t see Hope’s face clearly, but Joni sensed the laughter would devastate her. Joni wished she could scoop Hope up and carry her to safety, away from all these people who didn’t realize how deeply she felt every misstep. If only Joni could help Hope see how endearing it really was.

      “This is easy to remedy,” the instructor assured Hope, taking her into the starting position to demonstrate. “You just need to reverse the steps, so instead of left, right, you’re going to go right, left. Got it?”

      Hope nodded. The music started again, and this time Hope whacked the instructor in the shin.

      Once again Joni had to chomp down on her bottom lip, almost drawing blood, to keep the laughter inside. She knew it was evil, but part of her was kind of enjoying watching Hope beat up on these guys. Other than knowing Hope had to be dying from embarrassment, the whole thing was fucking hilarious. Seriously, it was lucky for the instructor that Hope hadn’t been practicing along with a video of the Rockettes, or he might’ve suffered serious damage to the family jewels. Joni regretted the missed opportunity. That would’ve made their web series go viral.

      “Wowzers! You really pack a wallop.” The instructor gave Nick a sympathetic look. “Okay, why don’t you two practice that a few more times while I help another couple?”

      Nick took a step back from Hope like he might from a horse with a reputation for kicking. “Maybe you should try it by yourself first.”

      With an adorably determined look, Hope listened as the instructor counted out the beat for the class, but when it was time for her to step back on her right foot like all the other ladies, she stepped forward on her left instead. Trying to correct the mistake, she stumbled over her own feet and nearly ended up on her butt a second time. Nick’s expression said he knew he’d dodged a bullet.

      “I can’t make my feet do it,” Hope said when the instructor came over again. “Once I get something in my head, it’s impossible for me to undo it.”

      “They say practice makes perfect,” the instructor said, “but the truth is, it makes it permanent.”

      Hope’s chin drooped. “Then I guess it’s pointless for me to keep trying.”

      “I didn’t mean you should give up. You know what?” The instructor beckoned a female dancer who was standing off to the side alone. “Since you’re doing a great job leading, I think for the rest of the night I’ll pair you up with the ladies. We’re always short on men anyway, and this way, everyone has a good time, and no one goes to the hospital.”

      The woman paired with Hope showed no sign of arguing. In fact, after what appeared to Joni to be a quick introduction, they were in position and ready to go. When the music started once more, Hope’s forward step was perfectly complemented by her partner taking a step back. They made it through the entire sequence without a hiccup, looking good together.

      Joni ground her teeth as she watched them on the screen of her phone. They looked a little too good together, and both seemed at ease, chattering away like they had been friends all their lives. A cold lump hardened in Joni’s stomach like she’d swallowed a brick.

      Joni zoomed in on the pair, but given their distance, and the booming volume of the music, she wasn’t able to hear what they were saying. Not that she was trying to eavesdrop. She only wanted audio for the show. She would never dream of infringing on Hope’s privacy for her own benefit. Of course not. Joni was a professional.

      This was all about the show.

      The song ended, and the instructor told the class to switch partners. Why were there so many women in this class? Good looking ones, too. That first partner had been a bit of a plain Jane with frizzy hair and an overbite, but this next one was part of the trio who had arrived all decked out in costume. Joni found herself wishing Hope would kick her in the shins.

      But no such luck. In fact, as her inhibitions melted away and her body moved freely to the music, Joni realized Hope was a fantastic dancer.

      They switched again, and Hope’s new partner was the woman with the crazy red hair Joni had seen Hope talking to before class. They must’ve made friends quickly, because the two of them looked awfully cozy. Joni’s eyes narrowed as the woman scooted her arm higher up on Hope’s in a much too familiar way.

      Hadn’t she come here with a boyfriend?

      Joni’s eyes darted around the circle of dancers, but nearly every guy was wearing dark clothing and a fedora, like it was a uniform or something. Not one of them looked bothered by the public display of affection going on between these two.

      Come on. Why was it so hard to find a jealous partner to fly into a rage when you needed one? It’s not like Joni could do it, even if she was seeing red. Had it gotten really hot in here?

      We should go home.

      Yes, Joni had suggested this event in the first place, but that was before she’d realized how it would play out. It was going too well, which was the worst possible outcome. For the show, that was. Fans of the series had really taken to Hope being hopeless. That was what they wanted. They didn’t want to see Hope sweeping girls off their feet.

      One after another.

      Joni took a step toward Hope and realized she’d become so tense even her toes were curling to match the tension in the rest of her body. But this wasn’t about Joni getting jealous. Ridiculous. She’d never felt that emotion in her life. Dragging Hope away from the redhead was a creative decision, to ensure the integrity of the show. At this rate, Hope would have a dozen dates by the end of the evening, and it was much too soon in the story arc for that to happen. The whole season would be ruined.

      Joni checked her watch. When was the class going to end? Forty-five minutes was an eternity.

      As if the dating gods had heard her, the music came to a stop, and instead of switching partners and launching into another set of steps, the instructor clapped his hands together as he told the class what an outstanding job they’d done.

      “You especially, Hope,” he said, giving her an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “You’re a natural at leading, so you’d better plan on sticking around to the end tonight because I think every lady here is going to want to dance with you.”

      Joni tried to murder the instructor on the spot with a death glare.

      Sadly, it didn’t work.

      Now the class had broken up, and some people were heading to claim spaces at cocktail tables while others headed to get a drink. The presence of a bartender behind the bar signaled it was now open. Not a minute too soon, as far as Joni was concerned. But then again, ordering a drink meant spending more time here. Now that she had the footage she needed for the show, it was definitely time to make a break for it.

      Hope came over as Joni was finishing packing up. “Would you like a drink, or are you still on the clock?”

      “I’m done filming,” Joni said, forcing a brightness she didn’t feel, “so we can get out of here in a jiffy. You’ve been a great sport, but I’m sure you’re looking forward to getting home.”

      Hope’s brow furrowed, her lips settling into a pout. “But the band is starting soon. I heard the singer is amazing. Let’s have a drink and listen.” As if sensing her foul mood, Hope placed a hand on Joni’s forearm, sending a shot of adrenaline through her that was anything but calming.

      Joni gave an exaggerated shrug, as if she didn’t care either way. “Only if you’re sure. You haven’t overdone it tonight, have you?”

      “To be honest, I thought I was going to hate it, but it turned out to be loads of fun.” Hope’s eyes sparkled, her face radiant. “I wouldn’t mind dancing a little more.”

      “Oh. That’s… great.” Joni wished she could blink and zap them both back to Amherst.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” Hope offered.

      “Mineral water.” Joni mumbled. She wanted something stronger but had enough restraint to know getting drunk was a terrible idea.

      Hope flipped around and headed to the bar where the sexy redhead sidled up to Hope like she’d been tracking her with heat-seeking missiles or something. She tossed an arm around Hope’s shoulder. Joni waited for Hope to shrug her off, but Hope laughed at whatever it was the woman said. There was no way anyone could be that funny. Hope showed no signs of putting distance between them.

      The bartender gave Hope the green mineral water bottle, plus a brown bottle that had to be a beer of some type. When Hope headed back to the table where Joni waited, the annoying redhead was in tow.

      “Here you go.” Hope put the mineral bottle on the table and turned to the redhead as if she was about to introduce her. “Joni, this is—”

      “Would you like to dance?” the redhead interrupted, clearly having no interest in Joni.

      “Oh, sure.” Hope placed her beer on the high-top table where Joni had set her bottle and phone. “Can you watch my drink?”

      Joni nodded mutely, too rattled by the sudden turn of events to find her vocal chords.

      The two hit the dance floor.

      Joni’s head whirled. This was getting out of control. She had to think of something.

      What she really didn’t understand was where this sudden transformation had come from. Hope had dreaded this swing dance event all week. Now she wanted to stay?

      And why was it Hope was so good at this? She’d started off as a disaster. Now she was dancing like a pro. Why couldn’t Hope kick the women in the shins, too, like she’d done with the men? Some of them really deserved it, that redheaded hussy in particular.

      Joni had to find a way to stop this madness.

      Pull the fire alarm?

      She was pretty sure that was illegal.

      Fake a heart attack?

      A little too dramatic, even for her present state of mind.

      As Joni watched in dismay, the Jezebel with the bad dye job leaned in close and whispered something into Hope’s ear, lingering like she intended to rest her head on Hope’s shoulder while they danced.

      Oh. Hell. No.

      This was a declaration of war, and there was only one way Joni could respond.

      Joni slung back her mineral water, really wishing she’d gone with a cocktail, and marched across the dance floor. She tapped the redhead on the shoulder.

      “Would you mind if I cut in?”
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        * * *

      

      As the band played their last notes, Joni spun beneath Hope’s arm and gasped as Hope dipped her backward before gently raising her upright. Laughing shakily, Joni leaned a hand on Hope’s shoulder. “Where did you learn that?”

      “I’ve been watching some of the regulars,” Hope replied with a grin.

      All around them, the dancers broke into applause as the band stood to take a bow. Joni and Hope joined in, clapping with enthusiasm. The live music had been phenomenal, and while she might not admit it to Hope, Joni’d had way more fun dancing than she’d thought she would. Swing was nothing like ballet.

      They made their way back to their table, and as others started gathering their belongings and heading to the exit, Joni removed her left shoe, grimacing as she flexed her exposed toes. “My dogs are barking.”

      “Oh, poor Joni.” Though she sounded sympathetic, Hope showed no signs of being in similar distress. “It’s no wonder. We’ve been dancing for three hours.”

      “Are you serious?”

      When she’d cut in on that first dance, Joni hadn’t planned on dancing all night. Hell, she’d barely had a plan at all, except to get Hope away from that other woman, even if it meant making a fool of herself in front of a room full of people. But the minute she was in Hope’s arms, being led through the steps, everything else had faded away, like they were the only two people who mattered. Still, she had a hard time believing they’d been at it that long.

      Hope checked her Fitbit. “It’s eleven o’clock, and I went way over my step goal for today. I’m definitely doing this again.”

      Joni yawned. Even though she was in pretty good shape and exercised regularly, the evening’s activities had done her in. “Shall we head back?”

      Hope nodded, putting her hand over her mouth to stifle her own yawn.

      “Okay,” Joni said. “I need to pop into the bathroom before we go.”

      “I’ll pay the bar tab.” Hope grabbed her purse, shooting Joni a look that said, Don’t bother arguing. Your money is no good here.

      The current occupant was exiting the bathroom when Joni arrived, but before she could congratulate herself on impeccable timing, she spied the redheaded Jezebel out of the corner of her eye, making her move. Damn it. The woman had tried to pair off with Hope on several occasions throughout the night, but Joni had done everything she could to keep it to a minimum without being totally obvious about it. Joni had been away from Hope’s side for all of thirty seconds. That sneaky devil must have been scouting out her opportunity.

      For a second, Joni considered skipping the restroom and rushing back to foil her rival’s plans, but it wasn’t the best idea. Not if she didn’t want to have to pull over on a dark back road to pee in a bush. With her luck, she’d probably end up getting chased by a pack of rabid skunks and lose her panties along the way. Instead, she rushed through her business like she was on a pit crew at the Indianapolis 500, rushing back to Hope’s side in record time.

      Hope leaned against the bar, all by her lonesome. The redhead was nowhere to be seen. Triumph.

      “Ready Freddie?” Joni held up her car keys and gave them a jangle that complemented her singsong tone.

      “Let’s go.” As Hope took a step, she paused, sucking in her breath. The look of pain on her face told Joni the woman’s feet had not survived unscathed after all. She held out her arm, and Hope linked hers through. They leaned on each other for support as they hobbled to the car.

      Outside, the humidity pressed down on them. Even though the sun had long since set, it was one of those summer nights without so much as the whisper of a breeze to chase away the lingering heat.

      “Ugh,” Joni said. “It’s downright oppressive.”

      Hope peered up into the dark sky with a look of distaste. “You know what cures the icky feeling on a night like this?”

      “What?” Joni unlocked the car doors, sliding behind the wheel.

      Hope took her seat. “Ice cream.”

      Joni chuckled as she turned her head toward Hope. Her thoughts exactly. “I knew there was a reason I liked you. In my opinion, ice cream is the only suitable way to end a d—” she stopped herself from saying date, substituting it with, “long night.”

      If Hope had noticed Joni’s stumble, she wasn’t letting on. Then again, it was part of Hope’s charm that she’d probably legitimately had no clue. All the more reason to keep her away from predatory redheads.

      “What’s your favorite flavor?” Hope asked as Joni backed out of her parking spot, putting the car into drive.

      “Will you judge me if I say butter brickle?”

      “Why would I judge you for naming the best flavor on the planet?”

      “I dated a woman who used to call me an old lady every time I ordered it. She said her grandparents ate butter brickle each night before bed.”

      “Aww, how sweet. They must have really loved each other.”

      “They did.” Joni replayed Hope’s earlier answer. “Wait? Did you call it the best flavor?”

      “Absolutely.” Hope gave a single, definitive nod. “It’s my go-to whenever I’m trying a new ice cream stand. Occasionally, I’ll order something else, but too often I end up disappointed. Why mess with a classic?”

      “If it wasn’t so late, I’d say we could stop at one of the ice cream stands on the way home, but none will be open now.”

      Hope quirked an eyebrow. “You don’t have some at home?”

      “Too dangerous,” Joni answered. “Any time I bring home ice cream, it’s gone the same day.”

      “Me too.” Hope sighed. “I guess we’re out of luck.”

      A sign on the side of the road announced a 24-hour gas station at the next exit, complete with a convenience store. Joni moved into the right lane. “Don’t lose faith yet. We’re going to stop and check out this place. I have a good feeling about it.”

      As she took the exit, Joni hoped this wouldn’t be one of those where the gas station was actually several miles away. Massachusetts was notorious for that, and as much as she wanted to give Hope the ice cream she so desired, Joni wasn’t keen on traveling unlit country roads on a wild goose chase. Luckily, she spotted the station’s lighted sign through the trees before she reached the end of the off ramp.

      Joni pulled into the gas station, unclipping her seat belt. “I’ll be right back.”

      “You don’t want me to go in?”

      “You must be exhausted,” Joni told her, too energized with her new mission to remember her own fatigue. Hope wanted ice cream, and Joni was going to make sure she got it. “I’ll be back in a jiff.”

      Inside, Joni marched to a freezer case filled with pint-size containers, and she scanned the flavors. Vanilla. Chocolate. Rocky Road. She turned toward the counter where a young man in a hoodie, despite it being the hottest day of summer, was staring at his phone like she didn’t exist. “Excuse me.”

      “Huh?” he replied, not looking up. He seemed so unaware of his surroundings that Joni wondered if he even knew it was eighty degrees outside. He’d probably been so out of it he hadn’t noticed it was the middle of summer when he got dressed.

      “Do you have any other ice cream?”

      “Try the case by the counter,” he mumbled, still staring at his phone.

      Sure enough, a small freezer case next to the register was stocked with containers of specialty ice cream from a local dairy. On the second shelf, Joni located the butter brickle. She nearly let out a whoop of happiness, grabbing a pint for each of them, but then her eyes landed on the price sticker. Twelve dollars for one pint?

      “Are you sure you’ve labeled this right?” Joni asked as she set them on the counter. Without answering, the guy scanned the first pint. The register confirmed the price. Joni winced as she put the other pint back in the case. One would do. She slid her credit card into the reader. “Damn. This had better be the best ice cream I’ve ever tasted.”

      After paying, she rejoined Hope in the car. Like the guy behind the counter, Hope was engrossed in her phone, holding it close to her eyes, the light from the screen illuminating the beautiful contours of her face in a way that made Joni’s heart skip a beat.

      “Got it!” Joni held the paper sack to Hope, who took it without looking up. “Sorry, they, uh…only had one left, so we’ll have to share.”

      Hope didn’t answer but continued to stare at the screen while sinking her front teeth into her bottom lip.

      “Everything okay?” A pang of worry squeezed Joni’s gut. Was something wrong with Hope’s grandmother? She was never this distracted.

      “Yeah.” Hope’s teeth sank back into her lip, and Joni worried she was going to draw blood. “It’s just Sam texted me, and I’m trying to figure out something.”

      “What do you mean?” Joni’s mind whirred. “Who’s Sam?”

      “From the dance tonight. You know, the woman with the red hair.”

      Jezebel? Fire burned in Joni’s chest. The redheaded harpy had sent Hope a text?

      “It’s nothing. I’ll send a quick…” Hope sounded shaky, unsure of herself as she typed a response. “There we go.”

      “Are you sure?” Joni’s heart pounded wildly, desperate to see what Sam had texted, and how Hope had responded, but knowing that crossed a line.

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” Hope turned off the phone and shoved it into her purse, picking up the ice cream bag and holding it in front of the cold air that poured from the air-conditioning vent. “Let’s get this home before it melts.”
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      As they pulled into the gravel drive, Hope’s body buzzed with renewed energy. She was both exhausted and wide awake at the same time, a recipe for a long and sleepless night.

      Joni pulled her key from the ignition. “You ready to hit the hay?”

      “Oddly, no.” Hope stretched her toes in her shoes. “Although I do look forward to putting on my pajamas and going barefoot.”

      “I know what you mean.” Opening her car door, Joni groaned as she swung her legs out and stood, bearing her full weight. “I think I need to dance more to get into shape.”

      “Do your calves burn?” Hope climbed out of the car, wincing as she stood. “Mine do.”

      “A little.” Joni yawned and stretched her arms above her head. “I guess we should go to bed.”

      “Not a chance.”

      Joni jacked up one eyebrow. “Why not?”

      Hope held up the ice cream. “I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to buy ice cream and then not eat it.”

      “Illegal?”

      “Absolutely. People in this state are nuts about ice cream. I once witnessed at least a dozen people load up their baskets with ice cream in the grocery store the night of a blizzard, just because it was on sale. Full disclosure, I was one of them. If our viewers found out we’d wasted an entire pint of ice cream, our ratings would be like…” Instead of completing the thought with words, Hope’s hand dove downward by way of demonstration, accompanied with a sad whistle.

      “You would tell the fans?” Joni shook her head, even as she laughed. “This is blackmail!”

      “A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. So, are you coming up or not? It’s starting to melt.”

      Walking around the car, Joni gave Hope’s arm a playful slug. “You had me at ice cream, dork. Let’s go upstairs and find some spoons.”

      “Did you call me a dork?” Hope trotted after Joni along the path to the apartment.

      “If the shoe fits…”

      “Can we not talk about shoes?” Hope made it to the front door and leaned against the wall to slip the offending items off her feet. “I don’t think I will be putting these back on for days.”

      “Are you sure this is okay?” Joni asked as Hope dug out her keys. “It’s really late.”

      “I haven’t had a curfew since I lived with my mom and dad.” Hope’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes widening as she remembered who she was talking to. “I didn’t mean anything by that. There’s nothing wrong with living with your parents.”

      “Trust me there is. I’m not freeloading, though, if that’s what you imagine.”

      “What do you mean?” Hope turned the key in the lock.

      “I pay my dad the going rate for this place. Every month for the past thirteen years, ever since I moved back from the dorms after graduation.” There was no mistaking the bitterness in Joni’s tone, nor the fact she’d said she paid her dad, and not both parents. Hope sensed this was yet another bone of contention between the two.

      As soon as they stepped through the front door, a blast of icy air hit Hope, raising goose bumps on her flesh. “Oh no. I left the AC on full blast the whole time we were gone.”

      “It feels like the North Pole.” Joni wrapped her arms around her torso. “I guess the ice cream’s off until tomorrow.”

      Hope pressed her lips together, noting this was at least the second time Joni had tried to get away. Hope had been certain they were becoming good friends, but doubt crept in as she questioned whether Joni wanted to spend time with her after all. She forced an extra-peppy laugh to cover the sting of disappointment. “Are you kidding, or did you already forget my blizzard story? I could eat ice cream in the middle of winter, naked.”

      A strange look overcame Joni’s face. “Well, that’s a visual.”

      Unable to work out why Joni had responded oddly, Hope moved into the kitchen. “Come on. I’ll get the spoons, you locate a blanket.”

      “On it, Boss.” Joni snapped a mock salute.

      A smile tugged at Hope’s lips as she realized she was getting her way. Joni planned to stay. “I prefer boss over dork, FYI.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Joni teased.

      Hope grabbed two spoons, the large ones because life was way too short to eat ice cream with a small spoon.

      Joni plopped on the couch, spreading a throw blanket over her legs. “I could only find one.”

      “Then you’ll have to share.” Hope motioned for Joni to make room.

      Joni held up the free half. “I was planning on it. I’m not a barbarian.”

      Hope settled next to Joni, handing her a spoon. She tilted the pint so Joni could dig in.

      Joni shook her head. “Ladies first.”

      “We’re both ladies. Guests first.”

      “Technically, this is my apartment, so doesn’t that make you the guest?” Joni argued.

      “Eat the damn ice cream so I can have some, too.” Hope nudged the pint container closer until Joni relented.

      “Oh, my God. Just the right gooeyness,” Joni declared as she dug her spoon into the melting ice cream. “You really are a very nice person, you know.”

      “I am?” Hope plunged her spoon in. “Well, you are, too.”

      Joni shot her an incredulous look. “What makes you think that?”

      “For one thing, your mom told me how you feel about dancing, ever since your recital when you were a kid.”

      Joni groaned. “She did?”

      “Yes, and yet you spent the whole evening dancing with me so I wouldn’t be sitting on the sidelines and feeling sorry for myself.”

      “Is that why you think I did it?”

      “Why else would you do it?” Hope rested her hand on Joni’s shoulder, her spirits buoyed by having for once spent the night at a social occasion without worrying she’d be all alone in a corner. It felt good. “You’re a great friend.”

      “And you”—the look on Joni’s face was hard to read—“always seem to think the best of people. And their motivations. Definitely a nice person, through and through.”

      Hope sighed. Nice could be a cruel word. “Maybe that’s why I never win at love.”

      Joni tilted her head. “Why do you think that?”

      “I’ve seen enough rom-coms to know the nice guys always finish last. Being nice is on par with vanilla ice cream. Most people are fine with it, but it’s nobody’s favorite. I think I’m destined for the role of supportive best friend, too boring to play the lead.”

      “Oh, please. I saw you tonight. Nobody puts Hope in a corner.” Joni took another bite of ice cream, closing her eyes and letting out a blissful sigh. “Besides, I, for one, appreciate nice. And vanilla. Throw a few chocolate Jimmies on top and it ranks right up there with butter brickle.”

      “Is that what I need to do?” Hope chuckled as she imagined pouring a jar of Jimmies over her head. “I wonder what the human equivalent of sprinkles is so I can rush out and get some.”

      Joni didn’t answer, her mouth too full of butter brickle goodness to do anything but let out a low moan.

      “I know, right?” Hope took another bite, wishing she could transform herself from vanilla to butter brickle. Maybe then she’d have a better shot at finding love, enjoying more nights like this filled with dancing and ice cream.

      Joni stabbed her spoon into the container. “This is absolutely delicious. Totally worth the twelve bucks.”

      “Twelve bucks?” Hope sputtered around a bite. “Please tell me you didn’t honestly pay that much to indulge my silly craving.”

      “I’ll admit I thought I’d read the price tag wrong. I even asked the guy at the store, speaking of someone who lacked manners.”

      “Oh, Joni.” Hope twisted around, looking for her purse. “Let me get my wallet. I’ll pay half.”

      “No way.” Joni reached out, pressing her hand against Hope’s leg as if to keep her in place. “You paid for the drinks tonight. Besides, as a big shot producer, I know I have to keep my talent happy. I can’t have my star wandering off for greener pastures.”

      “Is that what I am?” Hope laughed away the idea of her being a star as completely far-fetched. But Joni’s expression had grown serious.

      “Like it or not, you’re becoming internet famous. People might start recognizing you when you’re out and about pretty soon.”

      “Actually, at the dance tonight, Nick told me he’d seen me on the show and that all the people at his work are fans, too.” Hope shrugged as if to say she couldn’t imagine why anyone would think meeting her was a big deal.

      Joni looked at Hope with such intensity that she couldn’t look away. “Hope, the viewers love you, and our audience is growing every day. That’s because of you.”

      “Oh, come on.” Hope’s cheeks tingled at Joni’s sincere praise. “They’re watching because they want to see the next generation’s Henrietta at work. I’m just the project. You’re the star.”

      “You’re wrong about that, but I will say the show is breathing new life into the column, even more than I’d dared dream. We’re getting so many people asking for advice that if it keeps up, Mom’s going to have to start helping me answer letters again because I won’t be able to manage everyone on my own.”

      “I’m sure people are going to love tonight’s fiasco.” Hope’s body flushed hot as the evening’s most embarrassing moments played on a loop in her head.

      “Fiasco?” Joni looked surprised.

      “What else would you call it? I mean, how stupid could I be, learning the guy’s part ahead of time instead of the girl’s? I was supposed to be finding a date, and instead the only man I talked to the whole night was Nick.”

      “Something tells me you might get a date out of tonight yet, if you’re open to it.” Joni shoved an ice cream laden spoon into her mouth, her expression stormy though Hope would’ve expected her to be pleased.

      “Nick’s gay,” Hope said, assuming Joni hadn’t realized, but she responded with a snort.

      “And so is his sister.”

      “Sam?” Hope shook her head. “No, I can’t remember what she called herself, but it was something else. It made me think she might be somewhere on that continuum Kim talked about.”

      Joni seemed to perk up for a second, but then she crossed her arms and her mouth settled into a pout. “Well, whatever label she calls herself, I have eyes. Trust me, she was interested.”

      “Oh.” It was the only response Hope could manage.

      Hope swirled her spoon in the carton, not sure what to make of this news. She’d had fun dancing with Sam, and they’d seemed to hit it off, but it had never occurred to Hope that Sam would want to ask her out. Joni had to be wrong. If she wasn’t, then Hope really was hopeless. Beyond all hope, in fact. Otherwise, how could Sam’s interest be so obvious to Joni, yet Hope missed it completely?

      When Hope moved the ice cream closer to Joni, she pushed it back, looking glum. “I’ve had enough. I should probably head back to the main house so you can sleep.”

      “Do you have to?” Hope put her hand out, as if to bar Joni from getting up. The last thing she wanted was to be left alone with her thoughts running a mile a minute. She’d toss and turn all night. Joni was the best company she’d had in ages, and it felt like they could talk for days and never run out of things to say.

      “Aren’t you tired?” Even though she was arguing, Joni didn’t make a move to leave.

      Hope shook her head. “Wide awake. Maybe we could watch a movie?”

      After a moment’s hesitation, Joni leaned forward to swipe the remote control off the coffee table. She turned on the television and handed the remote to Hope. “I have one requirement. If we’re going to stay up for a movie, I’m going to need to change into something more comfortable. Do you mind if I rummage through the boxes in my closet? I left all my heavier stuff here, but given that it feels like the middle of winter, I think I can find something.”

      “That’s fine, but only if I can change next.”

      Hope scrolled through the list of movies on Joni’s streaming service, uncertain what to choose. She hadn’t so much wanted to watch a movie as she’d wanted an excuse for Joni not to leave. She was still scrolling aimlessly through a sea of options when Joni returned, dressed in cotton pajama pants with moons and stars on them, paired with a long sleeve top with a picture of an owl saying, “Hoo’s sleepy?”

      “Cute.” Hope pointed to Joni’s PJs as she hopped up from the couch, handing her the remote. “I’ll be right back. Can you choose something? I couldn’t decide.”

      In the bedroom, Hope pulled on sleep shorts and a tank top, regretting that she’d only packed for the heat of summer. Even with the AC turned off, it was still so cold that all she could think of as she changed was diving back beneath the blanket. When she returned to the living room, she did exactly that, scooting toward Joni’s body heat for good measure.

      “How about this one?” Joni’s question ended in a yelp of surprise as Hope’s hand brushed against her arm. “Your fingers feel like ice.”

      “Sorry.” Hope immediately pulled away.

      “Don’t be silly. Come here and warm up.” Joni shifted on the couch, lifting the blanket to invite her closer. “I knew ice cream would be a bad idea.”

      “Ice cream is never a bad idea,” Hope argued as she snuggled next to Joni, sighing in contentment as warmth enveloped her. “What are we watching?”

      “I was thinking we could watch Fried Green Tomatoes. Have you ever seen it?”

      “I don’t think so.” Hope scanned the brief description. “A tale of laughter, devotion, and special friendship. That sounds promising.”

      “It’s one of my favorites,” Joni said as she pressed play. “I watched it over and over when I was a teenager. It felt almost subversive then, but I still think it’s one of the most romantic movies ever.”
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        * * *

      

      A blush of pink showed in the sky outside the window as the movie came to an end, and a bleary-eyed Hope squinted at the clock on the cable box. Was it really almost five o’clock? She didn’t want to move, not even an inch.

      Sometime during the past two hours she’d finally gotten warm, and now her entire body had fallen into a sublime state of complete comfort, with the fluffy throw blanket over her outstretched legs and Joni’s soft body serving as a cushion along her back.

      Had Hope ever been this physically close to another person and felt so at ease? If she had, she couldn’t recall it now. Definitely not the few times she’d had sex, when all her energy had been evenly divided between wondering when the experience was supposed to become that transcendent thing everyone promised it would be and then trying to figure out what was wrong with her when it never happened.

      Feeling someone’s body against hers without the accompanying urge to regain her own space was a strange and foreign occurrence. It shocked Hope to discover she wouldn’t mind allowing herself to continue as she was for at least a little longer. In some ways, being close to Joni was the same as conversing with her. No matter how long it went on, it never felt like too much. Did Joni feel the same?

      A faint rumbling coming from the depths of the sofa cushions told her that Joni had dozed off, and Hope tried to sneak a glance at her companion without waking her up. Poor Joni did not look comfortable. Her head had flopped to one side, and she’d contorted herself like a pretzel to give Hope more room. How she’d managed to fall asleep like that was a mystery. As if sensing Hope’s eyes on her, Joni began to stir.

      “What time is it?” Joni croaked, her voice caked with sleepiness.

      “Almost dawn,” Hope whispered, wishing she’d settle back down and sleep a little longer, not wanting to break contact, which was a thought she’d have to dissect because it excited and terrified her. “You missed the movie.”

      “I’ve seen it a million times.” Joni’s face contorted as she raised her arms above her head. “Oh, my back.”

      Guilt twisted in Hope’s belly. “I’m sorry. I should have let you go home to bed instead of insisting you stay to watch a movie you’ve already seen because I wanted company.”

      “I’ll never say no to keeping you company,” Joni replied through a yawn, sending a pleasant glow spreading through Hope’s chest like warm honey. “Did you enjoy it?”

      “The movie?” Hope grinned. “I really did. Idgie and Ruth were the best of friends. I envied them, even if the story was kinda sad.”

      “All good romantic relationships are based on friendship,” Joni said. “At least, that’s what the movies would have you believe.”

      “Romantic relationship?” Hope frowned. “I don’t remember one of those.”

      “Idgie and Ruth.” Joni said it like it should have been obvious, yet Hope was baffled.

      She tilted her head to one side as she studied Joni’s face, trying to see if she was understanding her correctly. “Are you saying Idgie and Ruth were a couple? Like a couple, couple?”

      Joni laughed. “Um, yeah. Why do you think I felt such a connection to the story when I was young? Even now it’s hard to find good examples of movies with women loving women. Twenty years ago, it was nearly impossible. I clung to every second.”

      “I completely missed that.” Hope touched her tongue to her lips as she replayed the movie in her mind. Trusting Joni, Hope could see how what she’d said was true, but she never would have picked up on it on her own. “I kept thinking how lucky they were to be such good friends. I was jealous. It seemed so comfortable.”

      Comfortable was rapidly becoming the theme for the day. Along with pondering what that meant to Hope.

      “Well, relationships should feel that way,” Joni said. “Good ones, anyway.”

      “I don’t see how.” Hope drooped into the sofa cushions. “Just the thought of one seems so stressful.”

      “What about it causes you stress?” Joni leaned closer, her tone not judgmental but interested.

      “Dating, for one thing. You either meet someone online or maybe at a party, and then all at once, pressure. You have to talk to people you don’t know, and then if someone asks you out, you’re forced to decide whether you want to see them again or not, like, right on the spot. How are you supposed to know?”

      “Well, I usually go by how hot and bothered they make me. Five or above, definite yes to at least a first date.”

      “That’s great, but as far as I’m concerned, everybody’s a one. At least until it’s too late.” Hope sighed. “Why can’t I skip all the dating stuff and wake up in a relationship? I want someone to stay up all night watching movies and eating ice cream with, who’ll have my back through thick and thin. Is that so much to ask?”

      Instead of responding, Joni gave her a long look, her expression thoughtful and soft. Hope’s chest felt tight, like everything inside her was expanding under Joni’s gaze. Every inch of her tingled, a strange experience she didn’t comprehend. As Hope was about to say something, anything, to break the tension, her phone buzzed.

      Hope swiped it from where she’d abandoned it on the coffee table hours before and stared at the screen. She’d expected something snarky from Alicia, who loved to tease her on Saturday mornings with stories of her wild Friday nights out on the town.

      Instead, Hope found a message from Sam. “Huh.”

      “What?” Joni stretched her arms overhead again, clearly still working out the kink in her back, her owl shirt riding halfway up her torso, exposing her belly button.

      “Sam texted.”

      “Who?”

      “Sam from last night.” Joni still looked befuddled, so Hope clarified, “The redhead.”

      “Oh.” Joni tugged her shirt back down, evidently displeased by this news. “What’d she want?”

      “Just saying she had fun and something about coffee this week.”

      “She’s asking you out on a date.” The way Joni said it, made it clear she was making a declaration, not asking a question.

      Hope shook her head. “No, she’s not. She’s being friendly. I mentioned I don’t know many people here.”

      “Let me see.” Joni snatched the phone from Hope’s hand the second she held it out. “Hope, this is a date. She’s asking you out.”

      Hope started to wave Joni off that scent, but the seriousness in Joni’s eyes made Hope’s stomach plummet. Oh, God. It was the reason she’d embarked on this project in the first place, but now that it had happened, her insides were shaking, and she felt the most profound urge to hide. “What should I do?”

      “It looks like The Love Project is about to enter stage two.”

      “What’s stage two?” Hope was filled with alarm. Stage two sounded ominous, as if a doctor had broken the news she had cancer.

      Joni choked a little before she managed to get out her words. “You’re going on a date.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday morning, bright and early, Joni staggered from the kitchen into the office, gripping the coffee she’d made herself in the largest mug she could find. As if that was going to help. It had been two days since she’d woken up next to Hope on the couch, and ever since then, Joni hadn’t been able to catch more than a few winks of sleep here and there. Every time she closed her eyes, she could feel Hope against her, their bodies a perfect fit, her nearness filling Joni with both contentment and longing.

      The hardest thing for Joni to do that Saturday morning, other than get off the couch and tear herself away from Hope, had been to watch Hope cram an overnight bag into the passenger seat of her car and drive away. Not for good, though it might as well have been for the hollow feeling it left in Joni’s chest. Abuelita was celebrating her eightieth birthday, and Hope had headed home to join in the festivities.

      Of course, she had. What else did Joni expect the woman to do? It wasn’t like she could miss her grandmother’s special day to stick around and cuddle on the couch with her.

      But why not? screamed Joni’s inner toddler.

      She gulped a mouthful of coffee, barely noticing it scorching every inch of her tongue and throat as it traveled to her stomach. She banged the mug onto her desk, sending one of her pens clattering to the floor.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Joni’s mom chirped like a tiny bird thrilled to greet a new day. “Fancy seeing you up this early.”

      Joni offered a groan that was somehow even grumpier than her usual Monday morning groan, but at least it wasn’t the primal scream she’d half expected to burst forth from her chest.

      “Uh-oh.” Her mom fixed her with an exaggerated pout. “Someone has a case of the Mondays.”

      Joni narrowed her eyes. Her mother was lucky death rays weren’t a real thing, because Joni would be shooting them if she could. “Was there something you needed, Mother?”

      “Mother, is it?” Her mom held a large white tote in her arms, which she carried into the office and set on a table by the window. “Are you okay? I’m used to you being a big grouch on occasion, but this seems over-the-top, even for you.”

      “I’m fine,” Joni snapped, not sounding remotely fine.

      Not buying it for an instant, her mom perched on the edge of Joni’s desk. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      “Nothing. What’s in the box?” Joni gestured toward the white tote.

      “Fan mail for Henrietta, can you believe it? And a whole bunch of letters for Hope, too. I got a call from the postmaster to come over and pick it up. There was so much they couldn’t fit it in our box.” Her mom suddenly clamped her mouth shut and gave Joni an annoyed look. “You’re changing the subject. Out with it. What’s the matter?”

      “I—” Do not mention Hope, she urged herself. Do not open that can of worms. Her perky, chirping mother would eat that kind of news right up. “I went dancing on Friday night, and I sprained my ankle. It hurts like hell.”

      “You… went… dancing?” Her mom could hardly get the words out. She looked like a person being interviewed on a Skype call, where her mouth moved but the sound had a two-second delay. Apparently, the shock was so great her mom had to lean against the edge of Joni’s desk to keep herself upright.

      “Why are you acting like that’s so weird?” Joni demanded, knowing exactly why. This was her mother she was talking to, and there was no pulling the wool over her eyes, especially with something as totally out of character as dancing. Still, it was worth trying. “Swing dancing is popular. Everybody’s doing it. It’s not like I climbed Mount Everest or anything.”

      “You forget I was at that dance recital when you were little. I still remember you shrieking all the way home, swearing you would never dance again, so honestly, climbing a mountain would be a minor achievement compared to you giving dancing another shot.” Her mom crossed her arms and looked down at her with the dreaded don’t even think of lying to me stare. “What brought on this sudden change of heart?”

      “It was for The Love Project.” It wasn’t an outright fib, though Joni was fudging a bit, since none of her dancing had even been filmed. “When it comes to work, you know I’ll do anything.”

      Her mom’s head tilted to one side. “I thought the goal of The Love Project was to help Hope find a date.”

      Joni swallowed. “It is.”

      “Then why were you dancing?”

      Damn it. Why did her mother’s logic have to be so sparklingly functional this time of day? Meanwhile, Joni was still trudging along, struggling to clear the cobwebs out of her brain. Totally unfair.

      “Well, you see… poor Hope practiced all week but learned the wrong steps, and she was humiliated.” None of this was false. So far, so good. “I was trying to make Hope feel better, showing her how bad I was at the steps so she would get over her jitters.”

      Joni searched her mom’s face. Was she buying it? Maybe…

      “That was kind of you to step in, I guess. Unexpected, but kind.” Her mom started to get off the lip of the desk. Joni’s heart fluttered. She was almost in the clear. Then the woman planted her buttocks even more firmly, dashing any hope that this conversation was nearing its end. “That reminds me. What in the world were you thinking making Hope do speed dating? That was a horrendously horrible idea.”

      Joni snorted. “Don’t hold back. I want to know what you really think.”

      “I know you’re younger than I am, but that doesn’t make you smarter.”

      “Of course not.” The way her mom scolded her, Joni had a sudden image of the Kathy Bates car-ramming scene from the movie she’d watched with Hope, screaming about being older and having better insurance. Best not to piss off Mom. Women of a certain age could be terrifying.

      “I was answering letters from readers before you were born, and I know a thing or two about how people find love. With a sensitive, family-oriented girl like Hope, your best bet is to get her loved ones involved.”

      “She’s been with her family all weekend.” Joni shot a glance at the empty driveway, her spirits sagging. “In fact, she won’t be back until noon.”

      “A golden opportunity missed.” Her mom snapped her fingers in a tough-luck gesture.

      Joni massaged her temples, thoroughly lost in the turn this conversation had taken. “Maybe I should be clear about something. This is my first cup of coffee, and I haven’t finished it yet. So, speak to me as if I have no idea what you are saying.”

      Her mom sighed dramatically, but the sparkle in her eyes said it was for show. “If I’ve said this to readers once, I’ve said it a hundred times. As much as we all want to find true love, our ancestors knew what they were doing with matchmakers and arranged marriages. Sometimes the best way to find a love match is by having those closest to you set you up. I know you’re going to call me old-fashioned, but—”

      Joni sat up straight in her chair, smashing the cobwebs from her brain. “That’s brilliant!”

      “Now, don’t argue—wait…” Her mom gave her head a quick shake like she wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “Are you actually agreeing with me?”

      Let’s see. She could look on, helpless, while Hope was swept off her feet by the redheaded menace, or she could let Hope’s family set her up with what was bound to be a stable full of absolute disasters. The choice was clear.

      Joni grinned. “For once, Mom, I totally am. In fact, I think I’m going to make this the very next episode.”

      Which meant they would not film a coffee date with the redheaded jezebel anytime soon.

      Joni reached for her phone. “I need to get in touch with Kim right away. All of our resources and energy need to be devoted to the family episode. Every last one.”

      Sam would have to wait. If she accidentally fell off a cliff in the meantime, well, things happened.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you writing a death threat?” Kim paused in the doorway, giving Joni a quizzical look before sweeping into the office.

      “What?” Joni pried her gaze away from her laptop long enough to acknowledge her friend’s presence before letting it slide back again.

      “Something’s got you all hot and bothered. Writing a strongly worded letter to some poor customer service rep?”

      “No. I’m answering a Henrietta letter.” Joni stopped typing long enough to dab the sweat from her brow. Just because her forehead had grown a bit damp didn’t mean she was hot and bothered, as Kim had accused. She was passionate about her work.

      “Maybe you should read me your response before you hit publish.”

      “Why?”

      “Humor me.” The warning in Kim’s tone was unmistakable, and she was wearing her therapist face, the one that said you really needed to chill and do what she said because you were acting certifiably cuckoo.

      Joni sighed. “Fine. The letter is from a woman who has been spending a lot of time recently with a guy she likes. She thinks he might like her, too, but he hasn’t asked her out. Now this other guy she met at a party wants to go out on a date with her, and she’s asking if she should go.”

      “Seems pretty clear cut to me,” Kim remarked.

      Joni nodded. “I agree. So, here’s my response: ‘Dear Undecided, It would obviously be disloyal for you to go out on a date with this interloper when you have already invested so much time—’”

      “Wait, what?”

      Joni cleared her throat and barreled on. “‘—and emotional resources in your friend. How could you even think of going on a date with someone else and possibly crushing your friend’s soul right at the point when he has almost worked up the courage to ask you—’”

      “But you don’t know that.”

      “It would be heartless and cruel to throw away a good thing because you think having coffee with some redheaded she-devil might be—”

      Kim coughed in that throat clearing way that meant to stop a conversation in its tracks. “I think you meant he-devil, and where in the letter did it say anything about the new guy having red hair?”

      Joni looked up from the glow of the laptop screen. “Why are you interrogating me?”

      “I’m going to ask you to close your laptop and then carefully step away.”

      “I don’t see why,” Joni growled. She was getting tired of everybody thinking they could do her job better than she could. This was rock-solid advice that deserved to be shared with the world.

      “Because with a response like that, you’re about to drive your column over a cliff.” Kim took several steps across the wood floor, the soles of her shoes making clicking sounds as she approached Joni’s desk and clicked the laptop shut. “What’s wrong with you today?”

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

      “Maybe because you kinda have a Lizzie Borden vibe going on.” Kim made a motion with her hands like she was swinging an ax.

      Joni rolled her eyes. “What can I do for you, Dr. Chen?”

      Kim plopped herself into an empty chair nearby. “Funny, I was about to ask you the same thing. You texted me saying there was a Love Project emergency, remember?”

      “Oh, right!” Joni shuffled through a stack of papers to retrieve the calendar where she’d planned out the schedule for the web series. She’d gotten so wrapped up in answering that letter she’d forgotten what she was doing. “We need to scrap this week’s episode and replace it with a family setup dinner.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kim crossed her arms. “You told me Saturday that Hope was asked out on a coffee date. Don’t tell me that fell through. Is Sam not interested anymore?”

      “I assume she still is.” Joni shrugged. “I haven’t followed up.”

      “But you promised to sort out the details and get the video release paperwork going ASAP.”

      Joni waved her hand dismissively. “We’ve got a new angle, way better than the coffee date thing. We’re going to ask each of Hope’s closest family members to bring one person they would like to set her up with to a dinner.”

      “You want Hope to have simultaneous blind dates with a bunch of strangers chosen by her relatives?” Kim looked horrified. “Have you lost your mind? How is that a better angle than going on a date with someone she actually has met and who asked her out?”

      Kim’s volume swelled, causing Joni to cover her ears with her hands. “You don’t have to shout. I’m sitting right here. And I’m not letting Hope, who is a sweet and innocent woman, go on a date with a redheaded she-devil.”

      “Again with the red hair and the satanic references.” Kim wore a knowing expression on her face. “I think I’m getting the picture. This is about you and your feelings for Hope.”

      “I don’t have any—”

      “Liar!”

      Joni’s nostrils flared. “Are you going to help me with the episode, or must I do everything myself? I mean, why not? I already respond to all the Henrietta letters, and I manage the finances, and the publicity, and I edit the video, and I—”

      “Put the matches down, Saint Joni. No need to martyr yourself yet.” Kim fixed her with a look that said she would not welcome being interrupted again. “This is me, standing before you, saying I want to help.”

      “A Notting Hill reference, really?” What was wrong with everyone else today, thinking she was the crazy one when clearly they were the ones all losing their minds and not staying laser-focused on Hope? “I’m trying to save a failing business, and you’re auditioning for the role of Asian Julia Roberts. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “This look?” Kim traced a circle around her face. “This is me trying to remember if Julia Roberts has ever played a shrink. Because you’re going to need one to dig you out from beneath that mountain of denial you’ve tunneled yourself under.”

      “I am not in denial about anything. Maybe you should go so I can get back to work.”

      “You’ve had a thing for Hope since the minute she walked through your door.” Kim crossed her arms, making a show that she had no intention of leaving. “Before you try to strike me dead with those dagger eyes, you need to hear me out.”

      Joni pressed her lips together, but even in her temporary silence, she was already formulating arguments to rebut whatever Kim was about to say.

      “I was wrong before. You and Hope together isn’t such a crazy idea, after all.”

      Joni’s mouth dropped open, but no words came out. Of all the things she’d assumed Kim would say, that had not been one of them. “Of course, it’s crazy. You said yourself, the first time you met Hope, this is Esperanza all over again, and I’m destined to repeat all my past mistakes. Well, no thank you. I can’t do it.”

      “I said that when I thought Hope was a straight woman with a confidence problem who would trample all over your tender queer heart. I’m willing to admit I may have misjudged the situation.”

      “What is that even supposed to mean?” Joni didn’t know why she was arguing. Kim was saying everything she’d only imagined in her wildest dreams she would say, yet it was like Joni felt determined to prove Kim’s change of heart was dead wrong. “Hope and me? We’d be a disaster. Embarking on a relationship by definition is a catastrophe in progress.”

      “You and I both know damn well you aren’t as cynical as you let on. As for you and Hope, I’ve seen you two interact. There’s a spark—”

      “From Hope?” Damn. Joni sounded way too eager.

      “Remember, Joni, things are a little different where Hope’s feelings are concerned, but I wouldn’t rule it out as a possibility. Eventually.”

      “Someday. Maybe. Possibly. It’s not sounding all that promising,” Joni said with a pout.

      “You’ll have to learn to have some patience,” Kim said. “If you decide to pursue Hope, you have to understand you’re playing a long game. She needs time.”

      “Well, I never said I was pursuing anything with Hope,” Joni shot back, even as her spirits had soared at the possibility of doing exactly that. And yet, what did it mean, exactly, to give Hope time? “How much time are we talking? Hypothetically, of course.”

      “You want me to guess how long it will take a woman I barely know to develop a sexual attraction for you?”

      Okay, when Kim said it like that, it sounded a little insane. But was it really so crazy to want to know for sure she had a shot with the woman before putting in the time, not to mention risking her own heart, only to discover she’d been destined to come up empty from the start?

      Joni closed her eyes. “No, forget it. I told you it was curiosity. I’m not asking for myself.”

      “You don’t think your motives for nixing the episode with the coffee date in favor of inflicting another embarrassing group dating event on Hope, a la the speed dating disaster, has anything to do with the fact you don’t want to see Hope go on an actual date with anyone other than you?”

      “It’s not at all like speed dating!”

      “It’s not a great idea, either. But that was hardly the point of my question, which you so handily sidestepped.”

      Joni wagged a finger in the air. “I’ll have you know, Clara Fisher herself came up with the family dinner idea. Does that settle your mind?”

      “Not even a little.”

      “As for me not wanting to see Hope—” Joni froze as Hope materialized in the doorway.

      “Hey!” Hope’s brow furrowed as her head swiveled from Kim to Joni. “What’d I miss? I thought I heard someone say my name.”

      “I didn’t know you were back.” Joni heard this weird, almost maniacal laughter that she realized belatedly had come from her own mouth. Hold it together, woman!

      Hope gave her an odd smile but didn’t comment on how much Joni sounded like a crazy person, instead saying, “I pulled in a minute ago. I haven’t even unloaded the car.”

      “Well, don’t.” Joni hopped up from her desk, ignoring the questioning look on Hope’s face. “Because you’re going to need to go back.”

      “You’re sending me home?” Hope’s tone was panic mingled with despair, which made Joni realize how harsh her words must have sounded.

      “No, not permanently, you silly goose,” she assured the poor, confused woman. “But yes, we need to go back to Springfield. All of us. It’s imperative that I meet your family right away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      As Hope surveyed Clara Fisher’s immaculate granite countertops, she started to doubt her plan to bake a cake for her family dinner that night. She was a good cook but not a neat one, and this temple to gastronomy might never look the same when she was finished with it. “Your parents have such a stunning kitchen I’m almost afraid to cook here.”

      “But your dad’s a chef,” Joni pointed out. “Didn’t you grow up with a nice kitchen at home?”

      Hope was about to tease Joni by saying she knew darn well what the kitchen looked like, when the realization hit with a jolt that Joni actually didn’t. Even though it sometimes felt that they’d known each other for years, she and Joni had only recently met. Joni had never been to her house when they were kids or officially met her parents, even though Joni had pitched meeting them when she conjured up this episode. Why did that seem so impossible to believe?

      “It’s highly functional but not necessarily what you’d call pretty. Dad’s kitchens are always a whirl of action. You can’t see anything but him slicing, dicing, and sautéing up a storm.” Hope gave a self-deprecating shrug and looked around the room with an air of apology. “I may have inherited a tendency for messy cooking from him.”

      Joni’s expression flickered with concern. “Would you rather do this in the kitchen back at the apartment?”

      “Are you kidding me? I can’t pass up working in this space.” Hope ran her hand over the dials on the professional-grade Viking stove. “Don’t worry. I learned a long time ago how to clean up my messes. In the kitchen, anyway. Maybe not in real life.”

      “You’re not still worrying about the Sam situation, are you?” Joni asked. “Like I told you before, I took care of contacting her and letting her know she wouldn’t be needed for the show at this time.”

      Hope’s stomach cramped at the mention of the woman who had asked her out. She’d been so torn on how to handle it, and while letting Joni deal with it had been the easiest way, she still wasn’t convinced it was the best. It certainly hadn’t been brave. If only she could be normal and feel that jolt of attraction other people claimed to feel, dating would be so much easier.

      As it was, Hope lived in constant fear of passing up an opportunity to find love because she initially didn’t detect the spark, or stringing someone along for far too long without ever developing feelings for them in the end. Neither option was any good. Still, Hope knew deep down that letting Joni respond to Sam about the broken date had been a cowardly choice. There was nothing she could do about it now.

      Hope turned her attention to the cake recipe clutched in her hand. Perhaps having to face not one but four potential suitors, all sitting around the same table with her entire family, was her punishment for flaking on Sam. Dating purgatory.

      Hope glanced at the familiar recipe long enough to jog her memory and then pushed it aside. “Okay, the first thing I need are the four different milks.”

      “Four?” Joni raised an eyebrow. “That seems like major overkill. How many different types of milk are there? Besides, I thought the name of the cake was Tres Leches—doesn’t that mean three milks?”

      “It does mean three. Whole milk, evaporated milk, and condensed milk.” Hope counted each one by holding up a finger. “But I’m also including heavy cream in the milk category.”

      “This sounds like a heart attack waiting to happen.” Joni whirled about, gathering the named ingredients. “Where did you learn to make this?”

      “It’s a traditional Mexican dessert, an old family recipe,” Hope replied. “But it’s going to have my special touch. I like to add pineapple and coconut to make it a piña colada cake.”

      “Will it have booze?” Joni rubbed her hands together with a hopeful expression.

      “Of course not.” Hope gave her a horrified look. “The last thing I need tonight is everyone getting intoxicated on cake.”

      Joni laughed. “I suppose you’re right, although that could be fun.”

      “Yes, well, maybe I’ll make one with rum for us another time.” When Hope said the word us, something in Joni’s eyes shifted, her face softening in a way that made Hope’s skin tingle. Weird. Also, distracting. Her eyes darted around as Hope tried to remember what she was doing. “Uh, let’s see. Now I need flour and sugar.”

      “Right here.” Joni pointed to the pile of ingredients on the counter, but Hope shook her head.

      “No, I need to… what’s the word?” A flustered Hope shook her hands to and fro, adding, “The thing with the… you know…” Hope held up one hand like she was grasping a mug and twirled the other hand beside it like she was turning a crank at top speed.

      “Sifter!” Joni leaned down and grabbed the item from her mom’s baking shelf. “If we play charades at your family’s dinner tonight, I want you on my team.”

      “Games?” Hope swallowed hard. No one had warned her they might play games.

      “Doesn’t your family play games?” Joni frowned. “Pictionary? Clue?”

      “Sometimes, I guess. Does yours?” Hope asked.

      “Only mind games, and those are thanks to dear old Dad.”

      There Joni went again, ragging on her dad. The more Hope heard about the guy, the more it seemed his daughter misunderstood. But it wasn’t her place to say. Not knowing how else to respond, Hope turned her attention back to the task at hand, measuring out the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt. She sifted it all into a mixing bowl, which she then placed beside the gleaming Kitchen Aid mixer.

      “Wow, your mom’s mixer is so clean. My Dad’s is caked with goo from a hundred different recipes.”

      “Mom spends way more time in the garden than in the kitchen,” Joni explained. “We’re lucky everything’s not caked in mud.”

      “Okay, now, it’s time for the wet ingredients. Sour cream. Whole milk. Vanilla extract. Eight egg whites.” Hope expertly cracked an egg, tossing the yolk back and forth in each half shell to get the whites out. “Let’s keep the yolks to make a tart later.”

      “I do like me a good tart now and then.” The way Joni snickered, Hope got the impression she had made a joke that had flown over Hope’s head.

      Hope shifted back and forth on her feet. “Back to the dry ingredients.”

      “You have this recipe memorized. You’ve only looked at it once for under a second before starting,” Joni said in awe.

      “It had to be at least a second. Probably two. Besides, Tres Leche is my specialty,” Hope said with a laugh. “You haven’t lived until you’ve eaten my cake.”

      Joni visibly swallowed, her cheeks turning red.

      “Do you need some water? You look flushed.”

      Joni shook her head, and Hope shrugged as she added room-temperature unsalted butter into the flour concoction and kicked the mixer on low. She stopped it at one point to use a mixing spoon to blend everything, kicked the blender back on, and added the milk and eggs.

      Joni, who appeared to have recovered from whatever the problem was earlier, drew close and inhaled deeply. “It’s already starting to smell good, and it’s not even in the oven yet.”

      “I’m telling you. This is going to knock your socks off. Even my dad can’t make it this good.” Hope lined the rectangular cake pan with parchment.

      “It’s a good thing my parents are out for the day, or we’d have to deal with my father. He’d probably hover the whole time, telling you what to do, even though he’s never baked a cake in his life.”

      Hope raised her eyebrows as she poured the batter in the pan, reminding herself to hold her tongue. “Everyone has their good and bad points.”

      Silently, she wondered if Joni would ever be able to see that her dad wasn’t the evil villain she’d made him out to be. The Fishers might not have had a storybook romance, but it had become increasingly clear to Hope the more she saw of them that Clara and Alex loved each other and had a rhythm to their marriage that worked for them. Wasn’t that all that mattered?

      “Okay, I need a—” Once again, the word escaped her. Hope made a furious hand motion.

      Joni clapped her hands together and shouted, “Whisk!”

      “Yes!” Hope jumped up and down like a contestant on a game show whose team had won a prize.

      Joni laughed. “I’m telling you we would make a great team for charades tonight.”

      “Ugh.” Hope measured out the whole milk, evaporated milk, and sweetened condensed milk. “Don’t make me think about that, or I’ll ruin the cake.”

      “What do you mean? Are you really that opposed to playing games?”

      “It isn’t that. I still can’t believe you’re making me go to a dinner where my family is going to bring people they think I should date.” Hope shuddered. The Hindenburg had enjoyed a smoother landing than what Hope envisioned happening tonight.

      “It’ll be fun,” Joni chirped.

      “Is public humiliation your definition of fun? At least at the speed dating night, I got a coupon for free wings. This experience is only going to provide a lifetime of guilt.” After putting the cake in the oven, Hope set the kitchen timer and then wiped her hands on a towel. “Now we have to wait for it to bake.”

      “Hope?” Joni’s voice was uncharacteristically tentative. “Are you really feeling that bad about tonight?”

      Hope sighed. “I think what I’m feeling is why bother? There’s no way this is going to work. I’ll be as alone after tonight as I was after speed dating.”

      “If it’s any consolation,” Joni said, “I’ll take you out tomorrow night for wings to make up for it.”

      Hope almost said it’s a date but stopped herself in time. That was the one thing it certainly wouldn’t be, a date. After all, there was no way Joni would work this hard to set her up with someone else if she had any interest in dating Hope herself. Whatever had been left of her good humor evaporated like dew in the midsummer heat.
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        * * *

      

      Hope stared at the porch of her childhood home, murmuring a furtive prayer that the ground might open up and swallow her whole. Would it be scary to be sucked into the earth? Yes. Scarier than what was on the other side of that unassuming front door? The verdict was still out on that one. Normally, Hope welcomed dinner with the Alvarez clan, but knowing she was about to be simultaneously fixed up with not one but four strangers made this night anything but business as usual.

      “It’s going to be okay.” As if sensing her distress, Joni brushed her fingers against one of the hands gripping the cake plate. “I’ll be here all night.”

      “Yes, filming my utter humiliation so thousands of people I’ve never met can get in on the fun.”

      “Actually, millions.”

      Hope’s head turned toward Joni so fast she could feel the tendons in her neck strain and pop. “What do you mean by millions?”

      “Well, one million, anyway.” Joni stared straight ahead, not making eye contact. “I meant to mention it earlier. Episode one hit a million views.”

      “Oh. My. God.” Hope’s stomach plummeted as her panic rose. “The world has already witnessed my speed-dating fiasco, watched me turn swing dancing into a contact sport, and now we’re about to give a million people front row seats to the Alvarez family’s live version of the Mystery Date game.”

      “Aw, I remember that game from when I was a kid,” Joni began with a chuckle. “Also, can I say how much I love that you kicking Nick in the shin has become a meme? Not just anyone gets to be a meme.”

      Hope gritted her teeth. “Oddly, being a meme was never on my bucket list.”

      “Look at you, my little overachiever.” Joni gave Hope a playful nudge with her elbow. “Crossing shit off the list before you even put it on there. That’s some genuine talent.”

      Hope squinted. “Are you mocking me?”

      “Not at all. I would never.”

      “Are you sure?” Hope pressed, even though she could tell by Joni’s expression she was sincere.

      “You know I’m your biggest cheerleader.” Joni shook imaginary pom-poms. “Rah, rah, rah.”

      As much as she didn’t want to reward Joni for bad behavior, Hope had to laugh. “I can’t believe you talked me into this. I guess we might as well get it over with.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Before Hope could stop her, Joni rapped her knuckles on the front door and readied her phone to start filming. “So, Hope, tell me what’s going through your mind right now.”

      Hope squeezed her eyes shut and tried to form a coherent thought, only to discover the hamster in charge of powering her brain had fallen asleep while running on his tiny wheel. She gave a helpless shrug.

      Joni kept the video going. “That’s okay. You’re still warming up. We can work with this later.”

      Hinges squeaked as the door swung open, any chance of a last-minute reprieve gone as Hope’s mother filled the open space. Only the delicious scent of her dad’s cooking wafting through the entryway kept Hope from losing it completely. Dear Lord, was that carne asada? Any thoughts of fleeing disappeared into the ether. There wasn’t much Hope wouldn’t be willing to endure for a heaping plate of Carlos Alvarez’s world-famous carne asada.

      “It’s the superstar!” Hope’s mom sprang the second Hope stepped into the house, tossing her arms around her daughter’s neck, nearly toppling the cake. “How’s my baby?”

      “Hi, Mom,” Hope choked. When her mother finally released her, Hope jerked her head to Joni. “Mom, this is the woman who writes Help Me Henrietta, Joni Fisher.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” her mom said, holding out her hand. “I’m such a fan of you and your mother. I read the column all the time.”

      Joni fumbled to give it a shake with her left hand while keeping the camera trained on Hope’s mom’s face. “Are you excited for tonight, Mrs. Alvarez?”

      “Call me Paula. As for tonight,” the sparkle in her eyes was best described as elation, “I can’t thank you enough for giving me this opportunity to finally get my baby girl to agree to date Philip. I’ve been telling her for ages what excellent husband material he is.”

      Her mother had invited Philip, the sous-chef from their flagship restaurant in Springfield? The knots in Hope’s stomach clinched even tighter. Despite her mom’s glowing reviews, the only thing she’d established for certain she and Philip had in common was they both liked food. Not a groundbreaking connection since literally everyone on the planet had to eat to survive.

      “Here’s my girl.” Hope’s father came into the entryway, a giant white apron covering his front, and enveloped Hope in a crushing hug. How was the cake surviving all this?

      “Joni,” Hope said, “this is my father, Carlos Alvarez.”

      Joni repeated the cumbersome handshake, gushing, “This is such an honor, sir. Your interview that aired on that show Chronicle was inspirational. Honestly, I got a little teary-eyed.”

      Hope gaped. Where had Joni managed to dig up that old interview her dad had done for a local newsmagazine television program? As her parents walked ahead into the next room, Hope whispered, “Chronicle? That was four years ago. Have you been checking up on my family?”

      Joni shrugged. “Doing my due diligence.”

      “Such an honor, sir. An inspiration,” Hope mimicked in a singsong voice. She pursed her lips and added, “Kiss ass.”

      Joni flashed a shit-eating grin.

      “Come into the kitchen.” Hope’s mom ushered the two through the doorway as her dad made a beeline for the stove, lifting lids to check on various dishes. “Watch the artist at work.”

      Hope placed the cake on the only counter space she could find.

      As Joni’s camera swept all the action, she inhaled deeply, exhaling with an audible sigh of delight. “It smells absolutely wonderful in here. When I saw the footage of you cooking in your restaurant, this is what I dreamed it smelled like.”

      Hope’s dad puffed out his chest while Hope rolled her eyes. Clearly Joni was angling for a gold star from the parental units today, subscribing to the belief that flattery would get you anywhere. The truth was, Joni had gone to a lot of trouble to learn so much about the family business. Hope couldn’t help but be impressed by Joni’s dedication to her work. Researching a small time New England chef couldn’t have been very interesting for her, but Hope had to smile at the way her dad preened like he was the next Gordon Ramsey. Joni had totally made his day.

      Hope cupped Joni’s elbow, steering her out of the kitchen. “Let’s go into the living room so you can meet Abuelita. And Alicia,” she added with a slight groan as she spotted her cousin perched on the couch near their grandmother, who had dozed off in her favorite reclining chair.

      “Hope! You made it.” Alicia pressed her hands together, making a little clapping sound. Immediately. her attention zeroed in on Joni, or more specifically, on the camera in her hand. Alicia flashed her ready for Hollywood smile, leaving Hope to wonder how many times the diva had touched up her lipstick while waiting for their arrival. “And who is this?”

      “This is Joni,” Hope mumbled, not trusting her cousin one bit. Alicia had the exact same look in her eyes that a lioness got after spotting a wounded gazelle.

      “The famous cousin Alicia. I’m sure you have a million stories to tell about growing up with Hope.” Joni took Alicia’s hand and lifted it within a hair’s breadth of her lips to give it an almost-kiss while Alicia fluttered her lashes and pressed a hand to her heart. Joni was going to need a trowel soon if she kept laying on the flattery this thick.

      Hope’s insides twisted as Alicia winked and answered, “Oh, you bet I do. What do you want to know?”

      “Given the reason we’re here tonight,” Joni started, her tone signaling it was time to get down to business, “maybe you could tell me your thoughts on why your cousin has struggled with her love life.”

      “My theory”—Alicia sat up a little straighter, enunciating her words to the point Hope was convinced she was trying to sound like she had a snobby British accent—“is it all goes back to the slide incident when Hope was in the third grade.”

      Hope went cold. Not that story. “I don’t really think—”

      “The slide incident?” Joni leaned forward. “Tell me more.”

      Alicia, looking way too pleased with herself for dredging up one of Hope’s most embarrassing moments, launched into the story with all the drama of a frickin’ one-woman Broadway show. “Picture this—”

      “You’re not Rose from The Golden Girls,” Hope said through gritted teeth. Why did Alicia feel the need to torment Hope?

      Her cousin flashed her an evil grin. “Hope was the biggest Goody Two-shoes to ever walk this planet. Let’s face it. She still is. She never gets into trouble. And when she does do something wrong, even to this day, I end up getting the blame.”

      “Not true,” Hope said with an exaggerated sigh. This was going to be a long night.

      “Totally true,” Alicia countered. “As a kid, she wasn’t just a teacher’s pet. She was even friends with the principal. All the grown-ups loved her. Until third grade.”

      “What happened in third grade?” Joni’s eyes gleamed with the prospect of a truly salacious story. If the Help Me Henrietta gig didn’t work out, she’d make a good tabloid reporter.

      “Anyone want a drink?” Hope asked, but no one answered. She sank into a chair and shut her eyes, taking a cue from her preschool students to see if maybe by not being able to see her cousin, the woman would magically disappear. No such luck. “I could sure use a drink.”

      “On the first day of school, Hope wore a brand-new dress. She even had white patent leather shoes. At recess, she climbed to the top of the slide, standing on the platform like the Queen of England, even doing the wave.” Alicia acted this out.

      “I did not,” Hope interjected. “That’s ridiculous. Do not believe this woman.”

      “Then she shouted, ‘Cowabunga,’ like Bart Simpson—”

      “Again, a complete fabrication.” Hope cracked open one eye. “I have never in my life said anything like that. I wasn’t even allowed to watch The Simpsons at that age.”

      “Down the slide she went.” Alicia made a whooshing sound, sweeping her arm downward to illustrate. “But she didn’t count on the wind.”

      “Oh, no.” Still holding the camera steady, Joni pressed a hand to her mouth like she could already see where this story was heading. Hope would’ve bet her a dollar for each of their million viewers that she had no idea how bad it ended up.

      “The wind started whipping in an angry blast.” Alicia added sound effects and gestures worthy of an Academy Award. “Her dress flew up on both sides, snagged on some screws or something, and I swear none of us knows exactly how it happened, but by the time Hope’s feet made contact with the sand, all she had on were her frilly white undies and those shiny patent leather shoes.”

      “Oh, God! No!” Joni screech-cackled like one of the Wicked Witch of the West’s flying monkeys.

      Hope’s face burned almost as hot as it had that day. Alicia was a dead woman. One of these days, Hope would get her revenge. She was going to start plotting it right now.

      Unaware she’d been marked for death, Alicia sat back, folding her hands with an air of complete self-satisfaction. “That is why, to this very day, Hope refuses to get naked in front of anyone. No naked, no nookie, you know? Simple.”

      “That’s… I don’t… What kind of…” Hope spluttered. Was Alicia serious with this bullshit?

      Alicia shook her head sadly, though her eyes twinkled with mirth, and from the way her shoulders were shaking, she looked to be about two seconds from completely cracking up. “Imagine the lifelong shame. I mean, she was frog-marched to the principal’s office, and it wasn’t until she was about halfway across the playground that someone had the sense to wrap a jacket around her.”

      “She got in trouble?” Joni’s eyes were wide with disbelief. “Why?”

      “They thought she flashed the entire school on purpose.” Alicia reached for a beer bottle that was resting on the end table next to her, knocking it back before continuing. As if she needed alcohol to loosen her lips more. “For the rest of the year, other students did their best to top Hope’s performance. That year went down in infamy, ending with Danny O’Toole streaking at third-grade graduation, naked as a jaybird. And it was all because of my prima. I have to tell you, as the official black sheep of this family, I’m jealous but also a little proud.”

      Joni laughed but quickly covered her mouth as if belatedly remembering the concept of journalistic integrity. Tears streaming down her cheeks and body trembling in silent laughter, Joni turned to Hope. “Is this all true?”

      Crossing her arms, Hope glared at her cousin, but inside, she was also struggling not to laugh. Now that the story was out, it somehow didn’t bother her in the least that Joni was privy to her most embarrassing moment. Why not let her in on the joke? Hope was having too much fun enjoying how seamlessly her friend fit in with her sometimes crazy family to care about anything else.

      “In the interest of truth, my cousin got one detail wrong.” Hope shot Alicia a dirty look and was rewarded by her cousin sticking out her tongue. “I was not wearing white frilly undies. As if. I wasn’t even close to being naked. I had on a set of Wonder Woman Underoos.”

      “That,” Joni said with the utmost gravity, “makes you a rock star in my book. I think I would’ve killed someone for the opportunity to strut across the school playground only in Wonder Woman Underoos. Hope Alvarez, you are a living legend.”

      “Thank you.” Hope nodded graciously then zeroed in on Alicia. “As for you, Prima, que te folle un pez.”

      Frowning, Joni looked at Alicia. “What did that mean?”

      “My very perfect angel of a cousin told me she hopes I get fucked by a fish.”

      Like a bolt of lightning, Abuelita awoke from her nap and sat up in her chair, straightening the recliner so fast she nearly launched out of it. She stretched her arm out and smacked Alicia on the side of the head. “No swearing, young lady.”

      “But, I—” Alicia threw her hands up in the air. “Do you see what I mean? I get blamed every time.”

      While Hope’s grandmother looked on in confusion, Joni, Alicia, and Hope dissolved into a giggling fit until they were all gasping for air. When was the last time Hope had had this much fun with her family? Having Joni here was making all the difference.

      And then the doorbell rang.

      The evil glint returned to Alicia’s eyes. “Hope, I think your mystery dates are starting to arrive.”

      Hope froze as the reason for the evening flooded back to her. Her muscles tensed, and one more time, she tried closing her eyes in case it would all go away.

      The doorbell rang again. There was no escape.

      Well, fuck me with a fish.
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      Oh, shit. The dates.

      Joni’s stomach swirled with the intensity of a hurricane as the purpose for their gathering rushed back to her. This wasn’t a social event. She was supposed to be helping Hope navigate the road to everlasting love. In reality, she’d done her best to torpedo Hope’s first real shot at it by nixing coffee with Sam. Tonight, there would be four suitors, meaning four more bullets to dodge. Would Joni’s luck hold out?

      Not that Joni had a personal stake in the matter. Regardless of Kim’s take on things, she wasn’t angling to win Hope for herself. Belief in an ooey-gooey happily ever after ran contrary to Joni’s nature. She and Hope would never see eye to eye on that. But Joni had grown to care deeply about Hope’s well-being during the month they’d spent together, and she wanted what was best for her long-term happiness.

      Then why the hell did you insist on Hope taking part in this three-ring circus? a voice in Joni’s head asked accusingly. Because families know best, Joni tried to argue, but it was no use. She couldn’t fool herself. If she’d learned one thing growing up with the country’s top advice columnist for a mother and a preeminent psychologist for a father, it was that when it came to the happiness of their offspring, families didn’t know shit.

      Despite her own reassurances, Joni watched with apprehension as Alicia bounded toward the front door. When she came back a moment later, Joni’s heart dropped almost as rapidly as her jaw. Standing in the doorway was the most striking man Joni had ever seen. If someone put Antonio Banderas, Javier Bardem, and Mario Lopez into a blender, this divine creature would emerge. Chiseled Jaw. Penetrating eyes as rich and dark as black coffee. Bulging biceps strained against his short-sleeve shirt, the dark fabric stretched across his chest like it had been painted on. How in the name of all that was holy could this guy be one of Hope’s dates?

      “There you are, my boy!” Abuelita motioned to Hope who grabbed an arm and helped ease the woman to her feet. From the concert of the movements, this was how the older woman always stood. “I’m so glad you could come.”

      As the man crossed to greet the old woman, Alicia sidled up to Joni and whispered, “I’d be glad for him to come, too, several times.”

      As Hope’s cousin ran her tongue along her lower lip, clearly moments away from drooling all over herself, Joni clamped her teeth down on the inside of her cheeks. She wanted to scream. Instead, she whispered back, “Where the hell did your grandmother meet this guy?”

      Alicia shrugged, her face settling into a pout. “What I want to know is why Hope gets him and not me. I’m older.”

      After giving the guest a hug, Hope’s grandmother clapped her hands for attention. “Everyone, I want you to meet a special guest.”

      Coming in from the kitchen, Hope’s parents took one look at the newcomer and made eye contact with each other. Then Paula let out a gasp. “What is Father Diego doing here?”

      “Father Diego? You mean he’s a priest?” Alicia’s eyes popped wide, as if witnessing someone diving off a cliff into water filled with alligators. She crossed her arms, a deep crease in her brow. “Don’t you have to wear your collar to warn people not to have impure thoughts? It seems like that should be a law.”

      Fighting back the insane laughter bubbling up inside her from this strange turn of events, Joni slowly turned the camera around the room to capture the other’s reactions to this shocking twist. She could already see the teaser for their next episode coming together in her mind. They were gonna hit two million views with this one, no problem.

      “Mama!” Carlos took a step forward, clearly afraid his mother had lost her marbles. “You know Hope can’t date a priest.”

      “Date? Who said date?” the old woman scolded. “You told me to invite a guest to this dinner to help Hope get married. So that’s what I did.”

      “Abuelita,” Hope soothed, giving her grandmother’s shoulder a loving squeeze. “I don’t think they explained. I’m not even engaged to anyone yet. I appreciate the thought, but it’s a little early to hire a priest.”

      “Cariño”—the old woman traced a gnarled finger along Hope’s cheek—“I’ve seen that show you do on the computer. Every episode. What you need most is prayers. Lots of prayers. Maybe a miracle.”

      Hope’s face flushed scarlet, but to her credit, after pausing for a moment, she let out a hearty laugh. “You’re probably right.”

      Laughter filled the room. Even Father Diego saw the humor in the situation and joined in. Joni’s cheeks warmed with a great deal of relief. One suitor down, three to go. The odds were improving every second. The doorbell rang again, and Hope met Joni’s eyes from across the room, blinking rapidly as if trying to use Morse code to ask what would happen next.

      Personally, Joni hoped for a rabbi. That would be comedy gold. But she couldn’t remember if rabbis were allowed to date.

      There was an unmistakable bark of a dog. Alicia rushed for the door, calling out, “That’s mine!”

      The whole family exchanged glances as if bracing for a punchline. They didn’t have to wait long. A moment later, Alicia came back into the living room leading a Golden Retriever, who wore a bow tie covered in ice cream cones and the words the Dog Days of Summer.

      “Everyone, meet Kipling.” Alicia said. “After giving the matter some serious thought, I decided he would be your best bet for long-term companionship.”

      Part of Joni thought this was a bitchy move, and another part absolutely adored this family and their sense of humor. She could totally see herself and Hope hanging out with Alicia and Abuelita every weekend, engaging in good-natured ribbing.

      “Please tell me he’s yours.” Hope’s eyes fluttered shut as she let out a massive sneeze. “I’m allergic to dogs.”

      “Oh, no! Ha, I’m joking with you, Prima.” Alicia went back to the front door and called out, “You can come in now.”

      A sandy-haired man in a Hawaiian shirt and glasses came through the door. When he got to the living room, he knelt down and ruffled Kipling’s head. The dog rewarded him with a sloppy kiss.

      “This is Joshua. He’s a vet at the animal shelter across from my office,” Alicia explained. “Kipling belongs to him. I was yanking your chain about the dog. Joshua’s your real date for tonight.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s nice to meet you.” Hope’s face was a study in conflicting emotions, and Joni could tell she was trying to figure out if her cousin was being genuine or had another trick up her sleeve.

      Joni wondered the same thing. A good-looking veterinarian with a friendly pooch? She’d known Alicia for less than an hour, and even she suspected something was up. While the others were getting acquainted with the dog and his owner, Joni nudged Alicia’s arm with her elbow. “What’s the deal? How come you’re not dating him?”

      Alicia pointed to her chest, raising her eyebrows as if to say who, me? Then she gave a little shrug, acknowledging Joni had caught onto her. “He’s a virgin. He lives with his mother and doesn’t believe in sex before marriage.”

      Joni gave Joshua an appraising look. No sex? She liked him better already. So far, the Alvarez family was two for two in her book.

      Soon the bell rang again, and at this point, Joni was expecting a clown car or something. Hope’s family was too much. But this time, Paula answered the door and let out a happy squeal that said the new arrival was her choice for the evening. This could be trouble. Joni prayed Hope’s mom was clueless when it came to her daughter’s taste.

      Paula came back into the living room, beaming, though from Joni’s angle she was unable to catch a glimpse of the new arrival. “Everyone, this is Philip.”

      “We know, Mom.” Hope’s mouth settled into a smile that suggested she was holding something back. “He’s worked for Dad for almost twenty years.”

      Twenty years? Joni did some quick mental math. Either Philip had gotten a very early start on his career, or he was no spring chicken. As soon as Joni craned her neck to get a good look at the short, pudgy man with hair graying at the temples, she had her answer.

      “Hello, Philip.” Hope was as polite as ever, but Joni could see her squirming inside. This guy was old enough to be her father.

      “Hey there, kiddo,” Philip replied. “I mean, Hope.”

      He’d called her kiddo, like she was twelve. Any romance that might have sparked between them was officially dead. Hallelujah. So far, Joni’s lucky streak was holding strong. One more to go and she was in the clear.

      Joni frowned. In the clear for what? It’s not like she had a dog in this fight. Or was it a horse in this race? No monkeys in this circus? Whatever the saying was, it boiled down to who Hope decided to date was none of her goddamn business. So why did it feel so personal?

      The final bell sounded, and Joni’s insides turned icy cold like she was about to be shoved into the ring of a boxing match. To make matters worse, Carlos looked as if he had an ace up his sleeve.

      “That will be for me,” he announced as he left the living room. Within a minute, he came back with two people, a woman and a man, walking behind him. Both were stunning, with tan skin, blue eyes, and flaxen hair. Like friggin’ Nordic gods. “Allow me to introduce Storm and Frida.”

      “We’re twins,” they said in unison.

      “They’re exchange students at the culinary school.” Carlos shuffled his feet, looking almost bashful, and then said to his daughter, “Look, Mija, you had Emma, but also Mitch… I wasn’t sure what to do about tonight, so I’m hedging my bets. As long as you know that no matter what, I support you.”

      Teary-eyed, Hope gave her dad a hug and a peck on the cheek.

      Joni stared at the twins, an ominous feeling weighing on her chest. She hadn’t counted on this two-for-one special. Well played, Mr. Alvarez.

      “Nobody ever brought me twins,” Alicia grumbled to Joni as the group headed into the dining room. “Why does my cousin get everything? I think they’re Norwegian. Norwegian. It isn’t fair.”

      The table in the dining room was huge, stretching out from end to end, with twelve chairs around it. The surprising thing was no leaves had been added. The table was this large all the time, always ready for a gathering of extended family and friends. It was quite a contrast to Joni’s house, where the formal dining room had long ago been turned into a library, and meals were eaten either at the kitchen island or at a small table with four chairs in a space that was little more than an alcove. Though both she and Hope were only children, it was clear their family experiences had been very different growing up.

      As the dinner guests claimed seats around the table, Joni found an out-of-the-way spot in one corner of the room and started to film. Almost immediately Carlos disappeared into the kitchen, Philip following. Joni watched with amusement as Alicia wrangled for a prime position with Father Diego on one side and Storm on the other. Joni had to hand it to her. When it came to procuring male attention, Hope’s cousin was a pro.

      Meanwhile, Hope lagged behind the rest, hesitant. Her mood had shifted perceptibly as soon as the first guests had arrived, with Hope drawing a little further into herself with each new face. The difference between her and Alicia couldn’t have been starker as one demanded the spotlight and the other sought out the shadows. The cousins were similar in appearance, with Hope being the more attractive one if Joni had to choose. The difference in their dating success all came down to personality and how they interacted with the world.

      Hope’s eyes zeroed in on one of the few remaining empty seats beside Joshua, but as she headed toward it, the vet patted the chair.

      “Come here, Kipling.” The golden retriever bounded across the room and scrambled into the seat, sitting at attention like an invited guest. Joshua patted his head. “Good boy. I hope you don’t mind, but this little fella is a rescue dog, and I’m in the process of training him. He has impeccable table manners.”

      Changing course, Hope pulled out the chair at the far end of the table, with an empty seat remaining next to and across from her. The rest of the people around the table were so busy talking and laughing, no one seemed to notice the guest of honor was all by herself. With her gregarious family, Joni wondered how often Hope had repeated this experience throughout her life.

      Eventually, Paula was the one to notice her daughter’s isolation. She caught Joni’s eye and waved toward the empty chair next to Hope. “Come sit down.”

      Joni’s phone was attached to a special handheld rig, and she gave the device a slight jiggle. “I would, but I’m filming.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Paula argued. “You have to eat.”

      Even as she said it, Carlos and Philip came into the dining room carrying heaping plates of food. The spicy smell from the carne asada was enough to make Joni’s mouth water. Wait, were those tortillas homemade? And that salsa…

      “I really shouldn’t,” Joni said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

      “That camera has a tripod, right?” Paula pointed to an open spot on the china cabinet. “You can set it right there while you eat. There’s an empty seat next to Hope.”

      Joni took another glimpse at Hope, who looked like the new student in the school lunchroom who hadn’t been invited to sit at the cool kid table. That settled it. Joni set up the tripod and slid into the empty chair, her heart fluttering as Hope turned her head and gave her a little smile.

      The food was passed around, and when everyone had loaded their plates, Joni reached for her fork. Hope gave her hand a swat and shot her a warning glance. Joni’s stomach rumbled. Why couldn’t they eat?

      The next moment, Father Diego rose, giving Joni her answer. “Let us pray. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit…”

      Of the eleven people at the table, ten of them immediately touched the fingers of their right hands to their foreheads. Was she supposed to do this, too? Panic rising, Joni followed, but by now everyone else had dropped their hands to their chests and were already starting toward their left shoulders, leaving her totally lost. Giving up, Joni traced a circle in the air. That would have to be good enough.

      Joni bent her head and pretended to think pious thoughts while the priest recited a blessing. She’d assumed she was in the clear, but she was wrong. As she reached for her fork, everyone else started with the hand gestures again. Joni’s fork clattered as she dropped it and folded her hands in her lap.

      Hope snorted. Her hand was pressed to her mouth, and her shoulders were shaking.

      “I take it you’re not Catholic,” she whispered.

      “That obvious?” Joni bit her lip, sneaking a glance around the table to see if anyone else had noticed. She was in the clear, except for Alicia, who had the nerve to wink. Joni doubted there was much that got past that one. “Amherst isn’t very religious. My parents were vaguely Unitarian. I grew up thinking the holy trinity was reduce, reuse, and recycle.”

      Hope laughed out loud this time, the sound tickling the insides of Joni’s ears.

      “You know, Father Diego”—Alicia batted her eyelashes and gave her hair a toss, apparently having decided that flirting with a priest not wearing his collar was fair game—“I’ve been thinking of going back to church. How often are you there?”

      “Every day.” Joni thought he might have been joking, but there was no trace of mockery in his tone. “Daily mass is at 7:00, plus Saturday evening, and three services on Sunday.”

      “That’s a lot of church,” Joni whispered to Hope.

      “Alicia going to church?” Abuelita pointed to her hellion of a granddaughter. “You’ll need the sacrament of reconciliation first.”

      “What’s that?” Joni asked.

      “Confession,” Hope explained.

      “From 4:00 to 5:00 on Tuesdays,” Father Diego replied helpfully.

      “Only an hour?” Even as she pretended to look innocent, there was an evil glint in Alicia’s eyes. “I’m afraid I might need a little longer than that. Do you make private appointments?”

      “Um, uh…” Father Diego tugged at the neck of his shirt, his cheeks aflame, and Joni could imagine he regretted not wearing his priest garb.

      Her mission obviously accomplished, Alicia swiveled her head to the neighbor on her other side. “So, Storm. That’s such an interesting name.”

      “Your cousin is terrifying,” Joni whispered to Hope.

      “Try growing up with her,” Hope responded, though it was clear from her tone that she loved her cousin to pieces despite what a handful she was. Joni couldn’t blame her. She kinda liked Alicia, too. From a safe distance.

      Across the table, Kipling gave himself a vigorous shake, sending fur flying. Hope sneezed three times in rapid succession, building to a loud squeak at the end. It had to be the daintiest, most adorable sneeze Joni had ever heard. Hope’s eyes were pink, and her nose looked swollen, too, but Joni knew her well enough by now to know she was never going to say a word about it.

      “Hey, Joshua,” Joni intervened, “could you put Kipling out in the backyard while we finish dinner? I think it’s getting too much for Hope’s allergies.”

      “Oh.” The veterinarian looked crestfallen. “You know, I was happy to give this a try when Alicia invited me, but Kipling and I are a package deal. It’s pretty clear it wouldn’t work out. I think we’ll just go.”

      “But you haven’t finished dinner,” Paula said, her hostess skills kicking in. “Let me at least get you a container to go.”

      “Could you make it for two?” Joshua asked, pointing to the dog. “He loves carne asada.”

      Hope looked like she was about to say something, maybe urge him to stay, but Joni put a hand on her arm, saying, “Let him go.”

      “I feel guilty, though.” Hope rubbed her eyes, which looked super itchy.

      Recalling the red flags Alicia had shared with her earlier, Joni shook her head. “I wouldn’t. Honestly, he was going to be my first choice to vote off the island.”

      Speaking of other candidates to vote off the island, Joni scanned the table. Philip seemed to have disappeared into the kitchen again. If he planned to woo Hope, he had an odd way of showing it. Joni had the feeling he was more interested in impressing his boss than finding a date. As for the twins, they were engrossed in conversation with Alicia. Joni’s confidence rose that tonight would be another strikeout as far as The Love Project was concerned.

      She helped herself to more delicious food. All was right with the world.

      At the end of the evening, as they were saying goodbye to Hope’s family, Joni noticed someone was missing. “Where’s Alicia?”

      Hope shrugged. “Pretty sure she left a little while ago with the twins.”

      “Which one?” Joni asked.

      Hope tilted her head slightly, a look of amusement on her face. “Both.”

      “Wow, she is…” Joni shook her head. “When it comes to your cousin, I am at a loss for words.”

      “She’s open to all things, especially if they’ll piss off family. That’s what gets her out of bed every day.”

      “She is something.”

      Hope agreed. “I have to admit sometimes I wish I could be more like her.”

      “Don’t.” Joni’s eyes met Hope’s, holding her gaze a little longer than she should. “I think you’re pretty good the way you are.”

      It was another warm night, so when they returned to the car, Joni fumbled with the controls on the dashboard to get the air-conditioning so that Hope would be more comfortable while she waited for Joni to stow the recording equipment. Joni’s hand bumped the radio button by accident and a talk radio show blasted from the speakers.

      “Sorry about that.” Joni dove back into the driver’s seat, frantically searching for the button to turn it off, her fingers scrambling, but not hitting where they needed to go, like a ghost was swatting her away.

      A commercial started.

      “Coming up next,” an announcer’s voice boomed, “don’t miss Down with Psyche’s exclusive interview with Dr. Clara Jackson, preeminent psychologist and author of the new book Pop Psychology and the Downfall of America. Here’s a little teaser.”

      “You’ve been a major critic of the Help Me Henrietta column since its infancy,” the interviewer began, causing Joni to freeze in place. “How do you feel about their new web series?”

      “One word.” Joni didn’t recognize Clara’s voice, but she was certain it was her. “Malpractice.”

      “We’ll be back with more—”

      Joni clicked the radio off and turned to Hope, whose eyes were wide. Joni’s own eyes felt like they were about to pop out of her head, and her heart raced.

      “Did you hear that?” Joni swallowed. “We’ve just been called out on National Public Radio.”

      And someone was going to have to tell her mother.
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      Sneaking a peak at the woman on the television screen, Hope adjusted her position to better match the demonstrated yoga pose. She tucked her head down, straightened her back, and with hands planted firmly on the mat, kicked one leg behind her into the three-legged dog position. By the time she had gone through the entire sequence five times—left knee forward to her right shoulder then leg back up high, breathe, and repeat—sweat beaded on her brow.

      When Joni had first introduced the yoga videos, Hope’s expectations were low. The slow movements didn’t look much like a workout, and whatever spiritual benefits it promised seemed unlikely. But it was all part of the project to transform Hope into a living, breathing advice column. She’d taken up daily meditation, drinking plenty of water, getting eight hours of sleep, and otherwise following all of the advice that everyone gives but few people actually utilize. Everything was tracked on a chart that covered one living room wall, and Hope recorded a five-minute video journal each day to let viewers know how it was going.

      She was also consuming a steady diet of self-help books designed to increase her confidence and boost her understanding of how the dating scene worked. Frankly, she would much rather have tried an actual diet like keto or that Noom app she kept seeing advertised, but weight loss wasn’t her problem. Human interaction was the trouble spot.

      The good news? Hope was kicking butt with yoga and was willing to admit, at least to herself, that it was every bit as awesome as everyone had promised. She felt more relaxed, she slept better at night, and for the first time since middle school, she could touch her toes. Like, legitimately, without cheating by bending her knees a little bit.

      The bad news? The self-improvement books didn’t seem to be helping much, and as far as Hope could tell, all that Venus/Mars, unlocking the mysteries of dating stuff was a huge pile of horse shit. She might as well be teaching herself to perform brain surgery or build a rocket. Actually, either one of those would probably go way better for her. Bottom line, in all likelihood, she would spend the rest of her life alone, but thanks to all her newfound healthy habits, she’d be alive for a really long time.

      After marking her yoga on the chart, she headed to the main house to check in with Joni. The two of them were supposed to meet up with Kim somewhere downtown for lunch so they could strategize the next episode. But as soon as Hope entered the kitchen, Clara was there to greet her with a finger pressed to her lips, urging quiet. Hope heard Joni’s voice coming from somewhere down the hall.

      “Cal, all I’m asking for is a five-minute spot,” Joni pleaded, “to provide a counterpoint to the spurious claims Dr. Jackson made in her interview.”

      As Hope stood beside Clara, Joni strode through the kitchen, phone pressed to her ear. Her clothing looked like it had been slept in, and the scowl on her face told Hope whatever the person on the phone was telling her, it wasn’t what Joni wanted to hear.

      “But that doesn’t do me any good. What does that reach, a few thousand people? She’s getting national coverage.” Joni exited the kitchen without pausing to acknowledge Clara’s or Hope’s presence.

      “Coffee?” Clara chirped as if her daughter hadn’t stormed through the room.

      Hope’s eyes lit up, but then she remembered this week’s additional goal was to reduce caffeine intake. “Just some water, please. God knows I can never have too much water.”

      Clara tilted her head in sympathy. “How’s the project going? If Joni’s asking too much, you need to push back. Sometimes she forgets we’re not all superhuman.”

      “It’s not too bad,” Hope answered, pausing to take a sip of the ice water Clara handed her. “It turns out all that stuff people preach about to stay healthy is actually for a reason. All the reading, though…”

      “You don’t find psychology texts riveting?” Clara joked. “Honestly, I don’t blame you. I still remember all the reading Alex had to do for his PhD.”

      “Joni told me you read right along with him and helped him study.” Hope recalled something else Joni had said that day and wondered if she should bring it up. She didn’t want to dredge up sensitive topics, but her curiosity was burning. After a moment of hesitation, Hope pressed forward. “Joni mentioned your husband wanted you to drop out of college, and she made it sound like there was some sort of love triangle with Clara Jackson.”

      “Oh boy.” Clara sucked in her breath, and for a second, Hope was afraid she should’ve remained silent, but then Clara let out her breath with a sort of chuckling sound. “Where do I even start?”

      Hope waved her hand as if to sweep the question away. “You don’t have to talk about it. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “It’s okay,” Clara assured her. “I don’t mind. I guess to begin with, yes, it’s true that I dropped out of college to get married, but it wasn’t because Alex demanded it. In fact, he would’ve preferred for me to finish my degree, but the truth was, back then, a lot of women went to college to get what we called an M.R.S. degree.”

      Hope frowned. “I’ve never heard of that one. Is it a graduate degree?”

      “No, dear. It stands for ‘missus.’ I’m not proud to admit this now, but I mostly went to college because it was the best place to meet eligible bachelors. It was only when I helped Alex with his studies later that I really took academics seriously.”

      “And the love triangle?”

      “There was no triangle.” Clara shook her head emphatically.

      “Then why does the other Clara seem so intent on bringing you and your column down? Joni was sure it had to do with her dad.”

      “You might want to get comfortable.” Clara motioned toward the small dining table, pulling out a chair for herself and sitting down. “It’s true that Alex dated Clara. They were both rising stars in the psychology department, a real dynamic duo. They researched together, wrote papers together, and I’m sure everyone thought they would get married and make little psychologist babies. But I can’t stress this enough, they had already broken up the summer before I was in Alex’s class.”

      “But she was jealous when he started dating you?” Hope guessed.

      “To truly comprehend, you have to understand the bitterness of their breakup. The animosity was so terrible it got to the point where someone had to put a stop to it. The other graduate students in their program performed what you might call an intervention.”

      “Like for drug addicts?”

      “Yep. Alex and Clara were told to divide up the different fields of psychology between them and vow not to encroach in any way on the other’s area of study. It’s slightly more complicated than this, but basically the agreement they reached was if they were working with what could be called patients, it belonged to Clara, and if they were called research subjects, that was Alex.”

      “Simple enough,” Hope said. It was easy to see the difference, so she couldn’t imagine either one stepping over their side of the line, even if the whole premise did sound childish. “It still doesn’t explain why Clara has been trying to destroy you for fifty years.”

      “It goes back to the agreement,” Clara explained. “When I became Alex’s wife, Clara felt it applied to me, too, so when I started writing my advice column, she took issue with it, saying the letters I wrote were essentially a poor man’s version of counseling, making the letter writers the equivalent of patients, and, therefore, I was stepping on her toes.”

      “That’s crazy.” Hope still couldn’t imagine how this had become a feud that lasted half a century.

      “No, crazy was how it escalated. Things became nasty, with her writing op-eds in rival newspapers, attacking me and my column, calling me out for my lack of formal education.”

      “How does your husband feel about it?”

      “Mortified.” Clara squeezed her eyes shut. “He refuses to get involved, but I know it’s been a source of professional embarrassment for him for years.”

      “Your column?” Hope frowned. It was hard to believe Alex Fisher was as good a man as his wife made him out to be if he felt that way about her life’s work.

      “Goodness, no. I was talking about the feud. Alex has always supported my column, both its content and my right to work on it, no matter what agreement he and the other Clara had made between themselves. But that’s the story of the bad blood between us.” Clara rose, stretching her back. “Now, I must tend to the roses. I thought I saw aphids this morning, so I need to spray the leaves with soapy water.”

      “Good luck,” Hope said.

      She was still sitting at the table, mulling over Clara’s story, when Joni came in, her face a perfect picture of defeat.

      Joni flopped into the chair her mother had recently vacated. “I’ve been on the phone all morning, and I haven’t managed to secure a single interview for a major network or news outlet.”

      Hope checked her watch. “It’s almost noon. Are you still planning to take a break for lunch?”

      Joni’s hand shot up to cover her mouth. “Oh, shoot. We were supposed to meet with Kim today, weren’t we?”

      “I take it from your use of the past tense, lunch is out of the question.” Hope’s spirits deflated at the news.

      “I still have a million calls to make, but it’s too late now to cancel.” Joni’s expression overflowed with pleading. “Would you mind going without me?”
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      The weather was gorgeous, hot but not humid, and perfect for walking, so Hope left the car behind and set out on foot for the nearby college campus. Kim was waiting outside the psychology building when Hope arrived.

      “I’m hungry. Are you hungry?” Kim asked by way of greeting.

      “Starving,” Hope confirmed. “Sorry Joni couldn’t make it. I tried to drag her away, but…”

      “That’s okay. When Joni starts a project, nothing can budge her. Let’s walk to town and grab some lunch.”

      Across the town common, Hope spotted what looked like a sandwich place with a line of customers that stretched out the door and down the sidewalk. “What do you think that place is?”

      “I’ve never noticed it before,” Kim said, “but it looks popular. Maybe we should check it out.”

      As they got closer, Hope could read the restaurant’s sign. “Garden of Eatin’. I know this place. This is the vegan sandwich shop where Nick from swing dancing works.”

      They found a spot at the end of the line. “What are they doing, giving away free sandwiches today?” Kim said jokingly to the man directly in front of them.

      “Are you kidding? The manager of this place is internet famous.” The man turned around to look at Kim, and Hope noted his rainbow bow tie and matching suspenders. “The lines have been around the block ever since the dance meme.”

      “The what?” Kim asked.

      “Nick—he’s the manager, and I can call him that because unlike some of these people, I’m a regular. Plus, we kinda go out sometimes—so, Nick was part of this amazing web series, The Love Project, and the girl who stars in it kicked him in the shins, and…” As his focus shifted to Hope, the man’s words trailed off, and his eyes grew wide with recognition. “No way! Oh my God, you’re the girl! You’re Hopeless!”

      “I am? Oh, no. Er… I mean, yes. Yes, I am.” Hope wanted to disappear as several people in line turned to look at her and began murmuring and pointing. “I didn’t mean to kick him. I hope Nick isn’t mad about it.”

      “Mad? He’s thrilled,” the man assured her. “You can’t buy that kind of advertising, and if business keeps up, he’s probably going to get a promotion. You kicking him in the shins was the best thing that ever happened to him.”

      “It was?” Hope let out a little laugh. Who would’ve thought her stupid mistake would have a silver lining.

      “You’re a celebrity. You don’t have to wait in line. Come on.” He pulled Hope toward the front door as Kim followed. As he pushed through a group of customers who were standing in the front doorway he called out, “Look out, guys. Coming through. It’s Hopeless in Massachusetts, appearing live at Garden of Eatin’, today only.”

      “It really is her,” one of them said. “I’m a huge fan. Can I get your autograph?”

      Hope clutched Kim’s arm. “Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.”

      “Do you want to go?” Kim asked, eyeing the crowd inside the restaurant warily. “We can find somewhere else.”

      Hope was about to say yes when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She spun around and came face-to-face with Sam.

      “Hey, you!” Sam said, her big smile quickly transforming into a pout. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you for days, but all I got was a message from that producer woman saying you’re too busy. We still need to get a coffee.”

      Hope’s eyes swept the shop, stomach dropping to her toes as she noticed at least a dozen people staring at her. “What about right now? I know a coffee shop near here where we could get lunch, too.”

      “Really?” Sam’s face lit up like a bulb. “Yeah, sure. I was gonna bum a sandwich off my brother, but I’d much rather have lunch with you. Let’s go.”

      Sam looped her arm around Hope’s and took a step toward the door, but Hope stood in place, scanning the line in front of the counter for Kim. She spotted her black hair a few heads back from the register, neck craned to read the menu on the wall.

      “Kim!” Hope waved frantically. “Come on.”

      “Oh, she’s coming, too?” Sam’s smile faltered momentarily. Then she unhooked her arm from Hope’s. “Okay. Cool.”

      They were halfway across the common on their way to the coffee shop where Hope had first met with Joni, when an odd thought niggled Hope’s brain. She slowed her pace and turned to Sam.

      “I have a question. When you said we should get coffee, were you asking me out?”

      Sam greeted this question with a funny look. “Uh, yes. But I get it. You’re not interested. It’s fine.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      Sam cast a glance to where Kim was walking several paces behind. “You invited another woman to come along. I can read the subtext.”

      “See, that’s the thing, though.” Hope’s brain was whirring as it processed this flood of new information. “I don’t really do subtext, not when it comes to dating. Most of the time, I don’t even get the bold print.”

      Sam’s eyes crinkled. “You really didn’t know I was asking you on a date?”

      Hope shook her head. “It literally just hit me, right here. Kim, Sam asked me on a date.”

      Catching up with them, Kim gave Hope a questioning look. “She did?”

      “Yes!” Hope grinned, bursting with a sudden rush of pride. “And it only took me a minute and fifteen seconds to figure it out all on my own. Last time, Joni had to fill me in.”

      Kim looked impressed. “Those books you’ve been reading seem to be paying off.”

      “I know. I can’t believe it.” Hope thought for a moment. If this lunch was actually a date, they’d need to record it for the show. “I should text Joni and have her meet us at the coffee place. She’ll want to get it on film.”

      “You’re inviting two other people on our date?” It was hard to tell whether Sam was amused or horrified, but it might’ve been a mixture of both.

      Hope’s heart pounded as she realized she may have made another dating mistake. “Is that not okay? I’m pretty sure my contract demands every interaction I have has to be filmed.”

      “You know, I have a decent camera on my phone,” Kim said before Hope had a chance to send a text. “What if I sit at the table next to you two and film it? I’m sure that will be good enough to use. No sense interrupting Joni in her current mood.”

      “Good point,” Hope agreed.

      The coffee shop was much quieter than the sandwich place had been, and Hope was relieved to see that when they entered, none of the other customers appeared to recognize her. To be safe, they sought out two tables tucked away in a quiet corner, out of sight from most prying eyes. Kim settled at one table, pulling out her phone and prepping it to record, while Sam and Hope sat at the other.

      “So, what’s good here?” Sam asked, swiveling her head to read one of the chalkboard menus on the wall.

      “I haven’t tried the food,” Hope said, “but when I came here with Joni, she got me an oat milk chai that was fantastic.”

      “You came here with Joni?” Sam pressed her lips into a thin line.

      “Yes. In fact, this is where we met.”

      Sam cleared her throat. “You know, Hope, I’ve watched all the episodes of your show.”

      “You have?”

      “Yeah, and it makes me feel like I know you probably better than I actually do. Like, I was watching the one the other day where you talked about being demisexual.”

      “You did?” Hope’s stomach plunged to the floor. Here it came. Now that Sam knew what was wrong with her, any chance of a second date was diminishing by the second.

      Sam nodded. “I think it’s great that you’re exploring that.”

      “You do?” That wasn’t what Hope had expected to hear. “It’s funny. Joni and I were talking about that the other day, and she was telling me it wouldn’t be bad for people to know about it, but I wasn’t sure.”

      “Right. Joni.” Sam gave an uneven laugh. “So anyway, I saw the teaser for next week’s episode. You’re going on a date with a priest?”

      “What? No!” Hope’s vision swirled. Was that how the most recent trailer made it look? People were going to think she was a complete deviant. “That was a total misunderstanding.”

      “Good to know, because I was wondering what this priest had that I didn’t. I mean, he’s taken a vow of celibacy, and I’ve done no such thing.” Sam raised her eyebrows, tilting her head while a half smile played across her lips.

      “Not many people outside the priesthood do that.” Hope paused as once more a strange thought occurred to her. “Hold on a minute. Were you trying to flirt just then?”

      Sam swallowed. “Apparently, I wasn’t doing a very good job of it.”

      “It’s not that,” Hope assured her. “See, Joni has me doing all these self-help exercises, and I was sure they wouldn’t work, but this is the second time today that what I read helped me figure something out. Joni is going to be amazed. I can’t wait to tell her.”

      Sam sighed. “Maybe we should order.”

      “Tell me what you want,” Hope offered. “I’ll go up and get it.”

      At the counter, Hope placed the order for herself, Sam, and Kim. “Can I get an extra oat milk chai? Oh, and the chicken salad on a croissant to go, please.”

      Hope returned to the table, balancing their orders on a tray while clutching a white paper sack. She set ceramic mugs and plates of food in front of Kim, Sam, and herself, putting the sandwich bag and disposable cup with the chai off to one side.

      “What’s that?” Sam asked.

      “Chai and a sandwich for Joni,” Hope replied cheerfully. “The chicken salad here has cranberries, and I know she loves those because her kitchen cupboard has three unopened bags. Poor Joni probably hasn’t eaten anything. She’s been dealing with the Clara situation all day.”

      “Who’s Clara?” Sam wore a strangely pained expression. “Is that another potential date?”

      Hope laughed. “No, but that’s funny. I’ll have to tell Joni that one.”

      “Yeah. You do that.” Sam ate her lunch quickly, hardly talking. When she’d finished, she stood up and held out her hand as if to shake. “Well, this was an illuminating lunch.”

      Hope stared at her hand, confused. “Are you going?”

      “I think so.” Sam shook her head. “You’re a hard woman to impress, Hope Alvarez.”

      Hope narrowed her eyes, unsure what to say. When Sam was gone, she turned to Kim. “What happened?”

      “You may not have realized this,” Kim said gently, “but you spent the entire lunch talking about Joni. It’s usually bad form to talk about another woman when you’re out on a date.”

      Hope’s mouth dropped open. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “You even bought Joni lunch.” Kim pointed to the to-go order. “Some friendly advice? You might want to ask yourself why.”

      Hope sighed as she scooped up the white sack and chai. Why? The why of it seemed obvious enough. Joni had missed going to lunch and would be hungry. What else could Kim possibly be getting at with a question like that?

      Unless… was it possible there was something else between her and Joni that Hope had missed until now?
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      A few days later, the news was too good not to share. Joni practically skipped into the kitchen, where Hope and Kim waited at the table. “You won’t believe what happened!”

      “You won the lottery?” Kim cracked.

      Joni clasped her hands at chest height, squeezing her fingers tightly in an effort to remain calm. “Even better.”

      “Mega Millions?” Hope’s eyes were round, and she looked so sincere Joni wondered if she was serious. The woman’s literal interpretations were a constant source of amusement.

      “No. I’ve finally beaten Evil Clara at her own game.” Joni twirled, followed by taking a bow, as if on a Broadway stage while announcing, “I booked us on The AM Show! In two weeks, we’re going to New York City to tackle Evil Clara’s spurious accusations against us.” Inexplicably, Joni did a karate chop, accompanied with sound.

      “Us?” Some of the color slipped from Hope’s face. “You mean you’re going, right? Not me.”

      “No, I meant both of us.” Joni’s elation faded as something that could only be described as terror took over Hope’s face. “That terrible woman has been attacking us, attacking you. Don’t you want to stand up to Evil Clara and give her what for?”

      “She’s been attacking Help Me Henrietta,” Hope corrected, “and The Love Project’s whole concept. I don’t like what she’s said, but it would be unfair if I claimed she’d said anything against me personally.”

      “But, you are The Love Project,” Joni argued, staring at Hope with such intensity that it was like she was sending out high-powered brain waves to will the woman to see things her way. “This show couldn’t exist without you. Besides, I explained from the outset we’d both have to appear on air if I booked a slot.”

      She had explained that, right? Joni’s gaze faltered, her eyes slipping away to focus on the table instead of Hope’s face. Surely, she’d run the plan past Hope and gotten her approval. Unless, she’d just assumed. Luckily, her mom wasn’t present to shoot her the scowl.

      But, we’re a team! Joni wanted to shout. Joni had come to think of the two of them as a single unit in many ways, working and living as closely as they had the past five weeks.

      Had it really been five weeks already? It seemed both longer and shorter at the same time, as if they’d known each other always but had also only just begun and had plenty of time ahead of them.

      We only have three weeks left.

      Joni pushed the thought away, a cold lump in her gut. It was an impossible situation, and what would happen to the show after the eight-week run ended was anyone’s guess. Joni hadn’t been joking when she said Hope and The Love Project were one and the same. The thought of continuing with someone else filled Joni with a nervous dread, like she was trapped in a windowless room closing in on her, with no one to help her escape.

      I’ll think about that later. With Hope balking at appearing on the only nationwide TV spot Joni had managed to snag, she had a more immediate problem to tackle.

      “Please, Hope, I need you there with me.” Joni blinked rapidly, surprised by the sting of tears in her eyes. “I can’t go on The AM Show without you.”

      Hope’s expression softened, the tension in her jaw easing. “Okay, if you really need me, I can’t say no. What do we need to do to stop Evil Clara in her tracks?”

      “Maybe start by practicing saying her real name,” Kim suggested, not bothering to hide the snark in her tone. “Calling her Evil Clara on television won’t win either of you many friends.”

      Joni crossed her arms. “Oh, I’ll show her the respect she deserves.”

      “That’s my fear,” Kim rebutted. “How’d you manage this feat, anyway? The last I heard, you were getting the door slammed in your face at every turn. The AM Show is the number one morning program in the US.”

      Joni’s cheeks tingled as she recalled how the situation had gone down. “Okay, I’ll come clean with it. I used the lesbian card.”

      “What’s a lesbian card?” Hope asked. “Is it like a credit card? Do you have to pay a membership fee?”

      Joni nearly choked on her laughter. Hope was brilliant and savvy in many ways, but with anything remotely involving sex, she could be so out of touch it was hilarious. “Uh, no. What I meant is Amanda Morgan, America’s sweetheart, happens to be a lezzy, like me. Ergo, I had a card to play. I had my people reach out to her people to plead my case.”

      “You have people?” Hope cocked an eyebrow. Clearly her naïveté didn’t extend as far as Joni might have liked.

      “So, I dated this woman right after college whose friend had hooked up with one of Amanda Morgan’s former admins, who happens to be dating one of the current admins on the show. It was easier to say my people. Also, that Morgan woman chews through admins like you wouldn’t believe.” Joni gnashed her teeth.

      Hope’s brow creased. “Is she mean?”

      “If this is mean”— Joni held her hand at eye level—“this would be Amanda Morgan.” She bumped her hand to a foot over her head.

      Hoped looked gobsmacked, and even Kim was taken aback.

      “She seems so nice on the show,” Kim said.

      “That’s her job,” Joni said. “And when it comes to doing it, she’s the best there is. If I could only be on one show, which does actually seem to be the case, this is the one I would’ve picked.”

      “Speaking of shows,” Kim said in her let’s get back to business tone, “we still need an episode of The Love Project for next week.”

      “Oh, right.” Kim’s reminder was like the pin that pricked Joni’s happiness bubble. “But what can we do that hasn’t already been done?”

      While the others watched in silence, Joni paced the kitchen, her mind a total blank. It had happened more than once lately during these brainstorming sessions. Either she couldn’t think of another new angle at all, or else she dismissed her ideas before she could share them out loud. Sometimes, it was because they were too ridiculous to waste more thought on, but more than once Joni suspected it was because the idea was a little too likely to succeed. Hope had no idea she was a total catch.

      Joni stopped in place, her expression becoming a scowl as she turned toward Kim and Hope. There was only one solution that had popped into her head, and she didn’t like it one bit. “I guess… there’s always that coffee date with what’s her name… Sam?”

      Kim drew in a breath, her eyes widening even as her expression gave the impression she’d started to feel queasy. “Um, I don’t think that’s possible anymore.”

      “Why not?” Joni tossed her hands into the air. It had been painful enough to mention it. She certainly hadn’t expected to be shot down so breezily.

      “Well…” Kim’s voice trailed off.

      “What Kim is trying to say is I already had coffee with Sam. Lunch, actually. Wait!” She turned to Kim with excitement. “You recorded the whole thing. Can’t we use that?”

      “What are you talking about?” Joni’s insides turned to molten sludge.

      Hope’s smile vanished from her face. “It was that day you bailed on lunch. Remember? I brought you that chicken sandwich. Which reminds me, did you enjoy the cranberries?”

      Chicken sandwich? Cranberries? Joni couldn’t believe this. Hope had taken revenge on her for bowing out on their lunch plans by going on a date with Sam, and she thought Joni would want to discuss food?

      “You went on a date with Sam, and you are only just now mentioning it?” Joni’s eyes narrowed as she looked from Hope to Kim. Traitors, both of them.

      “I guess I kind of forgot.” Hope shrank back in her chair, and Joni immediately regretted her harsh tone. “We bumped into her by chance at Nick’s deli. It was crowded and everyone recognized me. Sam showed up to talk her brother into a free sandwich, and I was relieved to see a friendly face, so I suggested we go someplace else.”

      Joni placed her hands on her hips. “I completely agree you needed to get out of there. Why did she need to go with you?”

      “It just sorta popped out of my mouth.” Hope blinked hard, and Joni realized with a start that the poor woman was about to cry.

      Joni placed her hands at her sides and took a deep breath. She needed to calm the fuck down. “Okay. Just so I understand. The three of you went to lunch, and Kim filmed it?”

      “Exactly.” A look of relief stole over Hope’s features as it became clear Joni was no longer in immediate danger of imploding. “So now we have an episode.”

      Kim cleared her throat, shifting uncomfortably in her chair. “Not exactly. I, uh, somehow managed to delete the video from my phone.”

      “Oh, no!” Hope’s shoulders folded inward.

      Joni eyed Kim with suspicion. Something about what Kim had said didn’t ring true. “You accidentally deleted what could’ve been a pivotal moment for our series?”

      “Yes, very clumsy of me.” Kim avoided eye contact. “You know what, though? I think I have an idea.”

      “It better be good.” Joni still didn’t trust her any further than she could throw her, which, despite Kim’s petite stature, still wasn’t very far.

      “We’ve hit all the classics. Speed dating, online profiles, and being set up by family. But I think we’re missing two obvious choices. A lot of people meet on blind and double dates. So, why don’t we do a twofer?” Kim threaded her fingers together.

      “Have Hope go on a double blind date?” Joni’s face scrunched as she tried to figure out how this would work. “You mean, we set her up on a blind date with someone…”

      “No, I set her up on the date,” Kim corrected. “I already have a candidate in mind. It’s a done deal.”

      “Fine.” Joni sighed, the fight draining out of her. “But what about the double date part? Who else is going?”

      Kim pointed at Joni. “You. I’m going to set you up with a blind date, too. It’s only fair.”

      “Me?” Joni spread her fingers over her chest. Had Kim lost her mind? “No can do. I have to record.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of operating the camera,” Kim argued.

      “Says the woman who deleted the last video,” Joni countered.

      “Right, well… I know exactly where I went wrong with that one, and I’m sure it won’t happen again.” The way Kim said this, Joni was more convinced than ever the video hadn’t been deleted at all.

      “Hope?” Joni cringed at the artificial sweetness of her tone. Maybe Hope wouldn’t catch it. “I realized the production calendar is back at the apartment. Could you run over and get it?”

      “Isn’t it on the computer, too?” Hope asked.

      “I prefer paper.” As soon as Hope was out the door, Joni zeroed in on Kim. “Hand it over.”

      “Hand what over?”

      “Your phone. I want to see this date with Sam.”

      Kim’s jaw tensed. “I told you I accidentally deleted it.”

      “Why don’t you want me to see it?” Joni crossed her arms over her chest in a protective move, as if fearing something on the recording might break her heart.

      “You’re going to have to trust me on this.”

      Yeah, right.

      Joni glared at Kim. “This goes to prove I’ve been right all along. Women are manipulative creatures, and I’m better off alone. My time is much better spent behind The Love Project camera, not in front of it.”

      “Yes, well, we can discuss that later,” Kim said, eyes glinting with mischief. “Right after your double blind date. Friday night. And don’t even think of trying to wriggle out of it.”

      Joni fumed, her nostrils flaring like an enraged bull, but there was nothing she could say to argue. They needed an episode, and if Kim wasn’t going to hand over that recording, she had no other choice. Joni was going to have to go on a date.
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        * * *

      

      The historic inn at the edge of the common stood stark white against the ominously black clouds gathering in the sky. There would be a storm tonight for sure, with the thunder, lightning, and drenching downpour typical of summer. Already the wind was starting to kick up, and Joni wondered as she strode down the covered walkway that led to the restaurant’s entrance whether walking here had been such a smart idea after all.

      Fortunately, Hope would be arriving separately and almost certainly would drive. Maybe she could catch a ride home with her if the skies opened before the evening was finished. Or she could ask one of their dates for a lift, whoever they turned out to be. Kim had refused to give her even the broadest of hints, ignoring Joni’s threats to pull out of the evening if she didn’t. With the next episode at stake, Kim knew she had Joni over a barrel.

      The restaurant had been reimagined since Joni’s last visit—which, to be fair, had been for senior prom night nearly twenty years ago—now billing itself as a farm to table gourmet experience. Judging by the dim lighting, ample use of dark wood, and smooth jazz playing in the background, Joni braced for every item on the menu to cost twice as much as expected and be half what she would consider a reasonable portion size.

      Was Kim trying to punish her?

      Joni hovered near the door, scanning the interior for any sign of Hope or their dates, an almost laughable exercise in futility since she had no idea what these two strangers looked like. Hell, she didn’t even know if Hope’s companion for the evening was male or female. Frankly, she wasn’t sure which was worse. Would she rather sit idly by and watch some dude or a random woman flirt with Hope? Maybe both dates would make a play for Hope, and Joni would be left in the dust.

      Joni could think of several more enjoyable ways to spend an evening. Like taking a carrot peeler to her own skin, for instance.

      The hostess station stood empty. There was no sign of Hope, nor did anyone look, as Joni surely did, like they were wandering around in pursuit of a stranger for a blind date. She checked the time on her phone. She was five minutes early but fired off a text to Kim anyway, demanding to know if she was being stood up.

      “Good evening, miss,” the hostess said, returning to the small desk near the entry and thumbing through the reservation book. “Can I help you?”

      “Reservation for four,” Joni said. “It should be under Dr. Kimberly Chen.”

      “Yes, I see it here, along with a note that two members of your party are running a little behind. Would you like me to show you to your table?”

      Running late? Great way to start the night.

      Joni stifled a sigh. “Yes, please.”

      The majority of the restaurant’s seating consisted of semicircular, leather upholstered booths with exceptionally high backs that provided an extra measure of privacy. Joni slid in, scooting deeper into the booth and wishing she could hide there alone for the rest of the evening.

      “Would you like a drink while you wait for your guests?”

      “Yes.” Joni flipped open the drinks menu, choosing the first thing that caught her eye. “White wine sangria, please.”

      The woman nodded, returning shortly with a glass filled with sangria and a bread basket.

      As the seconds ticked by, Joni tried not to appear nervous, but one of her legs was bobbing up and down like it had a motor, and pretty soon she’d knocked her napkin to the floor. The dates running late was one thing, but where was Kim? Shouldn’t she be here by now to film their arrivals? That was how Joni would’ve done it if she’d been the one in charge of tonight. Which she most certainly was not.

      Speaking of arrivals, a flash of yellow caught Joni’s eyes. Hope had entered the room and was standing next to the hostess station, speaking with the same woman who had shown Joni to the table. Hope’s dress was the color of a daffodil but nowhere near as innocent. The way it sat just off her shoulders and landed an inch or two above her knee left vast expanses of supple bronze skin exposed to the world and gave Joni something much more intriguing to ponder than fashion.

      Joni reached for her glass, drinking a larger gulp of sangria than she’d intended in an effort to soothe her suddenly parched throat. She uncrossed her legs, recrossing them with a squeeze of her thighs as an urgent reminder to rein herself in. It should be illegal for Hope to wear a dress like that in public.

      And while on the topic of things that should be outlawed, being set up on a double blind date with the likes of Hope topped Joni’s list. Being on a date with a woman so beautiful would be an honor, but sitting at the same table with her and trying to impress a date of her own would be like trying to compete with a goddess. It seemed increasingly likely that both their dates would fawn all over Hope and forget Joni was there. Even the server would probably skip right over her order, and she’d be forced to survive on nothing but the rolls that called to her from under a red napkin in a basket on the table, its fresh baked scent tickling her nose.

      Thank God for bread.

      “Imagine finding you here,” Hope teased with a nervous giggle when she reached the table. She tapped her fingers against the side of her leg and studied the seating arrangement with a worried look. Then she jerked her chin to the lone chair on the flat side of the semi-circular table. “Should I sit there?”

      “No way.” Joni patted the space right beside her. “Slide in here. I’m not about to—” she’d been about to say spend the evening without you by my side, but rushed to finish with, “let you sit alone like you’re being punished.”

      Hope did as she’d been asked. Joni felt the tension ease from her shoulders and neck as Hope edged close enough to feel the warmth from her body.

      “Bread?” Joni pointed to the basket, the smell overwhelming her. Or maybe it was Hope’s perfume she found so alluring. Either way, Joni figured she’d better fill her mouth with a roll quickly so she didn’t say something stupid like, “You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. I think we should ditch our dates and run away together.”

      An outburst like that could make things a wee bit awkward. Who was she kidding? It could wreck everything.

      “Shouldn’t we wait?” Hope glanced at her wrist only to discover she wasn’t wearing her usual Fitbit. She reached for the world’s tiniest handbag, presumably to check the time on her phone.

      “Where are these jokers?” Joni muttered, retrieving her own phone. “Oh. Hold on. I have a text from Kim. There’s some sort of video attached, and she says we need to watch it.”

      Hope inched closer, clearing up one mystery. It had not been the fresh bread whose scent she’d found so tempting. For a moment, Joni thought she might pass out from how good Hope smelled. Better than rolls. Good enough to eat. To make matters worse, Hope tilted her head so close to Joni that she was almost resting it on her shoulder in an effort to see the phone’s tiny screen.

      With a finger she actively willed not to tremble, Joni hit play. Kim’s face filled the screen.

      “Hey guys, in case you haven’t already figured things out, nobody else is on their way tonight. The blind dates are you two.”

      Joni looked at Hope, who seemed as surprised as she was. What game was Kim trying to play?

      “You two are probably sharing that look you do when something doesn’t make sense,” Kim’s image said. “And that’s the reason for this dinner. After spending the past several weeks with both of you, and seeing you two interact together, I’ve come to the realization that something had to be done. You two are perfect for each other. But don’t take my word for it. Here’s a montage of video clips I’ve compiled to help make my point for me.”

      Music swelled as Kim’s face faded, and an image of Hope and Joni came onto the screen.

      “When did Kim learn how to edit video and add a soundtrack?” Joni demanded, but Hope held up her hand as if to shush her.

      Joni turned her attention back to the video, where she and Hope were completing their awkward first day of filming. Joni couldn’t help but notice that even then, they were completing each other’s sentences. There was footage of them talking, laughing, and sometimes just looking at each other, and Joni couldn’t deny the connection she saw on the screen was palpable. There were more scenes of them laughing. So much laughing. When they did, they moved closer to one another as if some unseen force drew them together.

      Finally, the montage ended, and Kim came back on the screen. “See? I told you. Don’t even try to argue. Also, Joni, you were right. I didn’t delete the video with Sam, and there’s plenty to work with for a great episode next week. That means dinner tonight is for you two. No video. Just you two talking and figuring where to go from here. Best of luck, although, I don’t think you’ll need it.”

      The screen went black.

      “Well, that was…?” Joni drew a complete blank. She had no idea what to say.

      “What should we do now?” Hope’s voice sounded timid, breathless, but also… hopeful.

      All at once, Joni knew what she had to do. She almost hated herself for it because it broke all her rules. Every single one. Yet, Kim’s message had gotten through, loud and clear. She couldn’t go on like this, and she wasn’t about to let this moment pass.

      Joni shifted on the bench, angling her body so she could see Hope’s face as she spoke, studying her reaction to what Joni had to say. “She’s not wrong. I do… like you.”

      “I like you, too,” Hope replied in her sweet, clueless way that said she hadn’t really absorbed Joni’s meaning behind those words. “You’re probably my very best friend.”

      Joni started again, determined to make herself clearer than clear. “I don’t mean it like that, like a friend. It’s a lot more than that. Even from the beginning, I loved that your speed dating attempts went down in flames. When you kicked your partners in swing dancing, I was doing a happy dance of my own. In fact, it’s possible I cancelled your date with Sam because I couldn’t bear the thought of you going out with anyone…” Joni took a deep breath, fighting the urge to retreat, knowing she couldn’t do that this time. Not with Hope. “I couldn’t stand to think of you with anyone but me. I’ve been enchanted by you from the moment I laid my eyes on you. I know you probably have no idea what I’m talking about, because you process this type of thing differently than I do, but that part doesn’t scare me. What terrifies the shit out of me is not telling you how I feel, that I started falling hard for you the moment we met, because I need to know if you could ever consider thinking of me that way, too.”

      It had all come out in a rush, everything Joni had held back for six long weeks. Her heart pounded in her throat as she waited for Hope to respond.

      Hope sat frozen beside her, stunned and trembling.
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      Hope’s heart flapped against her chest like the wings of a startled bird in a cage. Kim had tried to prepare her for this moment, planting a question in Hope’s head that she had been pondering ever since. Had she found the answer? Maybe. But the way Joni’s eyes were glued on her told Hope whatever she said had the power either to make Joni the happiest she’d ever been or crush her entirely. So, no pressure.

      Hope reached for her water glass, needing the coldness against her fingers to snap her brain into action. She had to say something. Not just anything, but the truth as she understood it, praying it would be the right thing, or at least good enough.

      “You see…” Hope squeaked then cleared her throat, “it’s just—”

      Her mind had emptied entirely, becoming a white void of nothingness.

      This was not going well.

      Joni, much to her credit, didn’t put additional pressure on Hope, aside from the longing in those blue eyes. It was longing Hope saw there, right? Recognizing and naming the type of emotion that so often escaped her detection emboldened Hope. There was a reason things were different when she was with Joni. There had to be.

      “When I was young, well before the Twilight series came along, I read the entire Anne of Green Gables series.” Hope saw Joni’s expression shift from anticipation to confusion, and as she compared what she’d said to the heartfelt declaration Joni had given her, she could see why. “I promise this isn’t going to be a book report. You said yourself I process things differently.”

      “I’m listening,” Joni assured her, eyes still glued to Hope’s face.

      “Anne and Gilbert have this relationship that unfolds over time from enemies to friends to lovers. I always knew someday I would find my Gilbert.”

      Joni’s eyes grew stormy, her expression darkening. “You’re saying you want to be with a guy, a Gilbert, which I can never be.”

      “No.” Hope leaned closer to Joni, propelled by the intensity of her own emotion and the desperation of needing to make Joni understand. “If there’s anyone I could see myself with, it’s you.”

      Joni’s smile transformed her, lighting her up from the inside out. Hope had never seen her look so stunning, an angel in human form. How Hope wished she could leave it all right here, frozen in this perfect moment. If she could stop speaking right now, Hope would.

      “But—”

      The smile fell off Joni’s face, as Hope had known it would. Hope’s heart constricted, and for a moment, she was unable to continue.

      Joni inhaled deeply. “But…?” Her voice was soft and encouraging.

      “But, the books left out a crucial part. They never really explained to me how Anne’s feelings toward Gilbert changed, what was happening inside her and how it was supposed to feel. It was like a critical detail had been left off the blueprint, and every time I tried to follow it, what I was building collapsed.” Hope’s eye dropped to the menu in front of her, which she hadn’t so much as opened. How could she put this so Joni would understand? “I know I come across as naive, and compared to Alicia, for example, I don’t have much experience with dating and sex.”

      The corners of Joni’s mouth twitched. “Compared to Alicia, we’re all inexperienced noobs.”

      Hope chuckled. “I guess that’s true. But the point is I have dated before and had sex, too. But I’ve never found out what the missing piece is to keep it all from falling down. Some people fantasize about sex, but my fantasies are about being in a relationship. I know how I want that to feel. I want to feel loved and wanted. I want to be heard and understood. That’s exactly how I feel when I’m with you, but I still have some concerns.”

      “I’m listening.” Joni’s sentiment was heartfelt, encouraging Hope to carry on.

      “Like I said, I’m not naive. I know there’s more to a relationship than what I fantasize about. I know how important attraction is, the physical intimacy and satisfaction that comes with truly being in love. On my best days, I believe I’m capable of experiencing it even if I haven’t had more than the slightest inkling of it up until now. On my worst days, I fear it’s impossible, that I will never discover the missing part of my blueprint, and whatever I try to create will always turn out broken. I can’t force my feelings to do what I want, as much as I wish I could.”

      “Does that mean…” Joni started to speak but stopped. In a voice so quiet it was difficult for Hope to hear, she asked, “When you say you wish you could, does that mean you know you can’t?”

      Hope shook her head so vigorously her neck hurt. “That’s not what it means at all, and in a way, that’s why I’m so scared. I truly believe it’s possible, that you’re my one shot at making that fantasy of mine a reality.”

      Before Hope could continue or Joni could respond, the waitress approached the table to take their order, giving Hope valuable time to reset her emotions and stop her brain from whirling. She felt like she was making a mess of the conversation, confusing Joni as much as she felt confused herself. Why did something that seemed so simple for everyone else have to be so hard for her, and why did it have to feel like absolutely everything was at stake?

      “Ooo-kay,” Joni said when the waitress finally left their table. “Then if you think I might be your chance, don’t you want to find out for sure?”

      “I do, and I don’t. If we try and it doesn’t work out, then that’s it. Game over.” Hope’s chest tightened. “I’ll have to face the reality that I’ll never have the life I’ve dreamed of, that I’m doomed to always being alone.”

      “But, what if it does work?” Joni prodded.

      Hope sighed. “It would be amazing.”

      “Yes”—Joni put her hand on Hope’s, squeezing it for emphasis—“it would.”

      “If it doesn’t, though, I’d lose you as a friend. I don’t know if I can handle that.” Hope’s muscles tensed at the thought. “You get me in a way no one ever has. I love that you know what I’m thinking before I do, sometimes.”

      Joni gave a little shrug. “You’re very easy to read.”

      “That’s the thing. I’m not.” Hope caught Joni’s eyes, holding them in an intense gaze. “As close of friends as we were, Mitch never really got me. My family, who loves me and has known me from the start, has no idea what I want from life. No one, and I mean no one, has understood me like you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a bad thing.”

      “It’s not, but losing it would be.” A tear snaked down Hope’s cheek.

      “Honey, I’m as stubborn as they come. I’m not that easy to lose.” Joni lifted her finger, brushing the tear away. “I know you’re afraid, but the way I see it, if you don’t at least try to go after what you want, you’ve doomed yourself anyway.”

      Hope swallowed, knowing what Joni said was true.

      When the waitress returned with their meals, Hope stared at the food with little appetite. The filet mignon was seared to perfection, the dauphine potatoes crispy on top and creamy in the center, but Hope could barely manage a bite. When Hope set down her fork, Joni covered Hope’s empty hand with hers. Warmth flooded through every inch of Hope’s body.

      “You should eat,” Joni urged.

      Hope looked down at their hands, her breath shaky. “Even this is scaring me.”

      Joni frowned. “What, eating your food?”

      Hope shook her head. “What I’m feeling inside me right now, simply by you touching my hand.”

      “Which is…?”

      “I don’t know.” Hope searched her mind for a word that would express the inexpressible. “Warm. Happy. Safe.”

      “Those are all good things, Hope.” Joni hunched down to make eye contact. “It’d kill me to hurt you. You know that, right?”

      “I feel the same.” Hope swiped a tear away with her free hand. “It doesn’t change the fact that I’m still scared to death. I don’t want to spend my entire life alone, and I don’t want to wreck our friendship, like I did with Mitch.”

      “We don’t have to make any decisions tonight. What if we tiptoe down this path. Together.”

      Hope laughed. “You don’t tiptoe. You sprint to the finish line like you’re running the five-meter dash.”

      “Bull in a china shop, I know.” Joni lifted her eyebrows and gave a little shrug. “But not this time. I promise I won’t pressure you or try to make you go faster than you feel comfortable with. I don’t want to ruin what I think could be the best thing that’s happened to me.”

      Hope shut her eyes. “You’ll get tired of waiting. You’ll want someone who won’t take so much work.”

      “Listen to me.” Joni blew out a breath. “I’ve been giving readers advice, spouting cheesy lines about love for years to people who were desperate for me to show them the way. But before I met you, it was all a lie. I didn’t think love really existed. You’re the one who’s showing me the way.”

      A shiver went through Hope, equal parts excitement and fear. “What if it takes me weeks, months, or even years to get to the point you’re at right now? Why would you want to wait that long, knowing in the end, it might all be in vain and you’ll get nothing out of it?”

      “Don’t shut me out.” Joni’s voice cracked. “Please, Hope, do not shut the door on what we could be. I’m as frightened as you are, but I know you’re the one. There’s only one thing I’ve ever really felt was worth waiting for in my life. You.”

      Hope’s skin was like pins and needles, the hair tingling on the back of her neck. It was time to decide, no more stalling.

      Hope swallowed. “Okay.”

      Before Joni could react, a crack of thunder shook the table, and the dim room briefly lit up like high noon as a bolt of lightning split the night sky. Rain pelted the window behind their booth like a firehose had been trained on it. The storm had come.
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        * * *

      

      Water hammered the window with such ferocity Hope was certain it would shatter at any moment. Despite having lingered over dinner long enough to polish off a triple-scoop ice cream sundae, plus a serving of the restaurant’s signature sticky toffee pudding, the downpour showed no sign of stopping.

      “It’s really coming down,” Hope remarked, sinking deeper into the cocoon of the leather booth, her shoulder pressed lightly against Joni’s. It felt right to sit in this manner, like they belonged together in a way they hadn’t an hour or two before. She wished they could stay longer, but it was getting late. “We’re going to get drenched.”

      “I’ll pull the car up as close to the door as I can,” Joni offered, using the tone that said arguing would get Hope nowhere. Joni was going to be chivalrous, and that was that. “How far away did you park?”

      “Park?” Hope’s eyebrows shot up. “I walked. Where did you park?”

      “I walked, too.” Lightning flashed, and Joni winced. She dug out her phone and set it on the table. “That’s okay. I’ll call for an Uber.”

      Hope cast a doubtful glance at the tempest raging on the other side of the glass. “There’s going to be a long wait because of the weather.”

      “It’s better than walking a mile home. Your dress would get ruined, and that would be a travesty.” The way Joni’s eyes traveled along her body, Hope could almost feel the trail they left on her skin. If anyone had ever looked at her like this before, she’d never noticed. She sure as hell noticed it now. What was that all about?

      Hope plucked at the yellow fabric covering her thigh. “You like the dress?”

      “I like the dress. I like you.” Joni’s voice dropped lower, and she leaned in close. “And if I haven’t said it yet, you look fucking amazing.”

      Despite the hot breath that had warmed her earlobe, Hope shivered. Had the temperature dropped because of the rain? But on second thought, Hope didn’t feel cold, not even a little. Strange.

      She dipped her chin, suddenly bashful, as she whispered, “Thank you. So do you.”

      “You see. This is good. I gave you a compliment, and you didn’t self-combust. Progress!” Joni cracked a wisp of a smile.

      Hope lifted her chin, jutting it out as she met Joni’s gaze straight on. “Keep it up, wiseass…”

      Joni blinked slowly, as if daring her to continue. “Is there a threat coming?”

      “I’m still working on that part.” Though she crossed her arms in mock annoyance, Hope couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across her face. She lived for the playful banter the two of them enjoyed.

      Joni’s phone rattled on the tabletop, vibrating to indicate an incoming text. She reached for it, was silent for a second as her eyes scanned the screen, and groaned.

      “What is it?”

      “A text from Mom. A tree came down on a power line at the end of our street. The road’s blocked off, and the electricity’s going to be out until morning.”

      Hope’s eyes whipped around the room, which, though dimly lit with candles on each table, showed unmistakable signs that the electricity was still on. “It seems to be okay here. Do you have candles or emergency lanterns back at the apartment?”

      Joni looked suddenly sheepish. “You know how you have a list of things that as a responsible grown up you really should have but somehow never manage to get? A storm emergency kit is right on the top of that list for me.”

      Hope shrugged. “Ironically, getting a travel umbrella that will fit in my purse is one of mine.”

      “Don’t we make a fine pair?”

      “If the road’s blocked, an Uber won’t be able to get through,” Hope pointed out. “We’re going to have to walk after all.”

      “Or…” Joni hesitated as if weighing whether or not to continue her thought. “This is an inn after all. What if we get a room here tonight?”

      Hope’s pulse ticked at the thought of a hotel room and all that it could imply. “What happened to taking things slowly?”

      Joni shot her a wry look. “Hey, if you think I have the power to conjure up a storm like this to get some nookie—well, all I can say is I wish. You’ll have to trust I’m not so conniving as to take advantage of a natural disaster to have my wicked way with you.”

      “Wicked, huh?” The ache in her cheeks told Hope she was grinning again. It was becoming a problem, but of the best kind.

      “Listen to me, Hope.” Joni took Hope’s hand and clasped it between both of hers. “I solemnly promise I will not be the one to make the first move in that department. As for tonight, we can get two rooms if you prefer, or a room with two beds. Whatever you need to feel comfortable and to save your dress, of course. That’s my real priority.”

      Hope laughed. “You must really like the dress.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” There was hunger in Joni’s eyes Hope didn’t think she’d ever seen before. It threw her off balance, but not in a bad way as she might have expected it to. She felt bubbly and bursting with promise like a glass of champagne on New Year’s Eve. Was that normal, or should she be concerned?

      Hope took a deep breath. “If we stay, and I’m not saying we should, I think two rooms would be a waste of money.”

      Relief washed over Joni’s features. “My credit card and I thank you. I have no idea what the rooms run in this joint, but I’m guessing they’re not cheap.”

      Another crack of thunder shook the room. The lights flickered.

      Hope tensed, letting out a sigh when the electricity recovered. “Are you getting the feeling the universe is plotting against us?”

      “I’m getting the feeling the only smart move is to stay right where we are until this storm is over.”

      Hope nodded vigorously. “I agree.”

      Joni patted the table as she rose to her feet. “Stay here. I’ll go find the front desk and take care of things.”

      Hope smiled as she rested her head against the booth. Having someone to take care of things was an amazing feeling.

      While Joni was gone, the waitress arrived with the bill. Recalling Joni’s comment about finances, Hope pulled out her credit card and slipped it into the black leather holder. She, too, was capable of taking care of things.

      Soon enough, Joni returned with a room key, her expression guarded. “I have good news and bad.”

      “Hit me with it.” Hope smiled weakly, wondering how bad it would be.

      “Apparently, there’s a wedding party that’s booked the entire hotel all weekend, but one of their guests got delayed because of the storm and called to say they won’t make it tonight. That means there’s precisely one room available. It’s a deluxe upgrade with our own gas fireplace. But…” Joni swallowed. “It only has one bed, and it’s not even king-size. It’s a queen. I’m really sorry. I tried.”

      Hope got up from the table, putting a hand on Joni’s arm. “I know you did, and this is absolutely not your fault. We’re lucky to get anything at all.”

      “You’re sure?” Joni’s voice quivered with genuine concern.

      “Of course.” Hope shifted on her feet. “You don’t think I’m so unreasonable as to throw a fit under the circumstances, do you? I mean I’m nervous, sure, but…”

      “Just so you know, I’m nervous, too.” Joni slipped her hand into Hope’s. “Oh, I still need to settle the bill.”

      “No, you don’t. It’s taken care of.” Before Joni could argue, Hope tugged her hand, leading her out of the restaurant, pausing when they reached the hotel lobby. “Which way?”

      Joni pointed to a broad, gently curving staircase. “Second floor and down the hall to the left, Melody at the front desk told me.”

      When they reached the room, it was every bit as elegant as Hope expected, but the air-conditioning had clearly been working overtime. “I think when I exhale, I might be able to see my breath.”

      “Melody warned me about that. Apparently, the people who originally booked the room for tonight made a special request to keep it chilly so they could use the fireplace.”

      “That’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” Hope’s eyes went from the full-size fireplace with its simple white mantle to the mahogany four-poster. Could that possibly be a queen? It seemed minuscule. She and Joni would be on top of each other all night. Hope’s stomach knotted. “We don’t have pajamas.”

      Joni’s back went ramrod straight, her expression that of a woman with a mission. “On it. I’ll be right back.”

      Alone, Hope switched on the fireplace and paced the room. How had this happened so quickly? Her head spun to the point she had to steady herself on the edge of the bed. She’d woken up that morning convinced she would be single for life. Somehow, she was going to bed tonight in a hotel room with an unexpected girlfriend by her side.

      Underneath the panic, Hope felt a thrill. It was everything she’d dreamed her life could be but thought would never happen. If she didn’t screw it up. If only, for once in her life she could be normal, could react the way any woman in love should. Was that really so much to ask?

      The door creaked open, and Joni entered, clutching some sort of bundle to her chest.

      “Success?” Hope asked.

      “We’ll see,” she replied cryptically. “I was hoping for a gift shop, but no such luck. However, Melody was a real peach and scoured the back office for anything she could find. I scored two brand new toothbrushes, a travel tube of paste, and these…”

      Joni unfurled the bundle, revealing two black T-shirts with hot pink lettering and the silhouette of a horse. Both shirts read: I danced my pants off at Becky’s bat mitzvah. One was large enough to fit a sumo wrestler with room to spare. The other looked barely larger than toddler size. “They were left behind a while back. Melody said we could have them. Why don’t you go ahead and take your pick?”

      Hope’s eyes darted from one to the other, not sure which to choose. Did she prefer to look like a stuffed sausage or get strangled to death overnight in a sea of excess cotton jersey? In the end she chose the smaller one, since Joni was a little larger than she was. Changing in the bathroom, it was worse than she’d imagined. She stripped off the dress, leaving her bra and underwear on, and pulled the shirt over her head and down her torso as far as right under her breasts, which was where it ended. She could barely breathe. When she stepped out of the bathroom, Joni dissolved in a fit of giggles.

      “You’re one to talk,” Hope squeaked, unable to even talk normally. It was possible the oxygen was being cut off from her brain. She pointed at the four-person tent Joni wore. She would’ve laughed, but it hurt.

      “This is ridiculous,” Joni said. “You can’t sleep in that. We’ll trade.”

      “I won’t be able to sleep in yours, either,” Hope argued. “I think I would have a panic attack with all that fabric. Also, there’s a chance this shirt might need to be cut off me with scissors.”

      “Do you want me to help you take it off?”

      Hope nodded. “I’m about to die.”

      Joni positioned herself behind Hope, and the next thing she knew, there was a ripping sound as air rushed into her lungs. In trying to pull it off, Joni had ended up ripping the T-shirt straight up the back. Good riddance.

      “Let’s get under the covers.” Joni’s voice had a strangled quality to it, and when Hope turned around, she realized Joni’s face was beet red, and she’d swiveled her head as far away as her neck would allow. Only then did Hope remember she was standing there in her underwear.

      “Right.”

      Hope dove for the covers, not wasting any more time analyzing the situation half naked. When she’d pulled the sheet and blanket to her chin, she said, “It’s safe to look now.”

      As Joni tried to walk, the T-shirt swished around her, the massive neck opening drooping off one shoulder. She looked like a sad clown.

      “Oh, take it off.” Hope shut her eyes to allow Joni some privacy. “It was nice of you to try.”

      The mattress dipped as Joni climbed into bed beside her. For the briefest of seconds, bare skin brushed Hope’s back. Immediately, Joni scooted toward the far edge. “Are you sure this is okay? I don’t want you to feel like I’m taking advantage.”

      “It’s okay.” Hope turned off the light, the flickering fireplace bathing the room in an orange glow. “I trust you.”

      A flush of joy rushed through her as she realized that she really did.

      And then disappointment crept in as she recalled the sensation of Joni’s skin against her own. She wanted to feel that again.

      “Joni?” Hope cleared her throat, nervous to go on.

      “What is it?”

      “I was thinking”—Hope gulped in some air—“I might not object to snuggling in this condition. If you wanted to.”

      It was a small step but real.

      No answer was forthcoming, but the bed moved again as Joni shifted, drawing closer and wrapping her arms around Hope’s torso as she took the big spoon position.

      “The snuggle is real,” Hope said, and even though it had been a joke before, in this moment, she felt it to her core.

      “Yeah…” Joni sighed, a simple sound that conveyed so much feeling. “I heart snuggling.”

      Hope closed her eyes. Secure in Joni’s arms, skin against skin, she drifted into the soundest sleep she’d ever experienced, at peace with the universe.
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      Chin resting on one hand, Joni sifted through the online comments fans had posted for the latest episode of The Love Project. Were these folks for real? Her head throbbed, and she massaged her left temple as she released an anguished sigh.

      “Uh-oh.” Hope walked into the office with two cups of coffee. “I know that sigh. What’s wrong?”

      Before answering, Joni reached for one of the mugs, a smile tugging at her mouth as her hand brushed Hope’s fingers. Instead of pulling back right away, Joni let herself linger, tracing a line from Hope’s knuckle to her fingertip. Her grin widened as it struck her for about the millionth time that she could do this now, that it was okay.

      Outwardly, few things had changed between her and Hope in the five days since their fateful night at the inn. Joni had promised to go slowly, and she was true to her word, even if she hadn’t entirely anticipated the glacial pace at which their relationship would progress. Not to say she didn’t enjoy the meaningful looks and lingering touches they now exchanged, but sometimes it felt like she’d been put on a diet of leafy greens when what she really wanted was a thick, juicy steak. When it came to their future love life, she prayed Hope wouldn’t insist on remaining a vegetarian forever.

      After a long sip of coffee, Joni turned her attention back to her monitor, the cause of her frustration this morning. “It seems the latest episode is causing a bit of a stir.”

      Standing behind her, Hope leaned in close, one breast pressed against Joni’s shoulder blade in exquisite torture. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. I thought you were hoping for online buzz.”

      “Buzz, yes.” Joni’s eyes continued to scroll through the comments, relaxing slightly as Hope’s scent enveloped her in a human version of calming aromatherapy. If she could somehow bottle it, her money troubles would be over. “But this latest episode has literally exploded.”

      “I hope you don’t mean literally.” Hope gave Joni’s shoulders a playful squeeze. “If you do, step away from the laptop immediately. I can’t have you getting killed when I finally have a shot at a happy ending.”

      Joni snorted into her coffee. “Hardy har har. Once the show ends, maybe you should put together a stand-up routine.”

      “No, thank you. I’ve had enough of fame.” Hope perched on the edge of the desk, and Joni rolled her chair closer so she could drape an arm across Hope’s thighs, closing her eyes momentarily as Hope ran her fingers through Joni’s hair. “I’m glad we only have two episodes left.”

      Two episodes. That meant they had only over a week to go until Hope was supposed to move out of Joni’s apartment and on with her life. It was an issue they had yet to discuss. Joni made a smacking noise with her lips. “Don’t forget we have a spot on The AM Show this week. We’ve got to get out of here bright and early tomorrow morning to beat the traffic.”

      Hope groaned. “It’s only nine in the morning. I don’t want to risk a panic attack until I’ve finished my second cup of joe.”

      “So, I shouldn’t read you any of these comments?”

      Hope pressed her lips together, scowling at the monitor. “How bad are they? I thought Kim did a good job editing the Sam footage into an episode, all things considered.”

      “It’s not that they’re bad,” Joni said. “Or at least not all of them. More what I would call passionate. And, some of them are starting to catch on.”

      “To what?”

      “When you had lunch with Sam, you kind of spent the whole time talking about me.” Joni couldn’t help the smile dancing across her lips. “Personally, I’m not complaining, but people aren’t stupid.”

      “And…?” Hope clearly needed Joni to fill in the dots.

      “Do you remember that whole Team Edward and Team Jacob thing from Twilight?”

      Hope looked queasy. “I don’t think I like where this is going.”

      “Our fandom is splintering off into groups, but instead of two teams, we have three.” Joni counted them off on her fingers. “There’s Team Hope and Joni Forever, which is pretty self-explanatory. For the record, that’s the side I’m choosing, but I think Team HoJo would be a better name for us. I should see what I can do to get trending. Then there’s Team Scam—”

      “Did you say Team Sam? I really can’t imagine anyone rooting for that one after watching our disastrous lunch date. Like you said, I really did talk to her about another woman the whole time. Very poor form.”

      “No, I said scam, as in they’ve been had. There’s a theory taking off in the comment section that we’ve been a couple the whole time. They argue there’s no way our chemistry happened so fast, and they think we faked the whole show to save Help Me Henrietta.”

      Hope tilted her head from side to side as if considering this news. “Okay, but they do think we have chemistry, so that’s a plus. What’s the third team?”

      “That’s the one I’m calling Team Fuck No. Those are the people who want me dead so they can have a shot at you themselves. The messages from people who simply want to take you on a date are kinda sweet, but the other ones—not so much.”

      “Other ones?” Hope was looking sicker by the second, and Joni couldn’t blame her.

      “Those are the ones, pretty much all men, who think the ‘cure’”—Joni put air quotes around the word—“for demisexuality is conveniently located inside their pants. Let’s just say some of those have been… graphic.

      Hope swallowed. “Should I be worried?”

      “I’ll admit I’d love to notify the FBI of a few of them, but that’s mostly for my own amusement.”

      Hope covered her face with her palms and spoke through the cracks between her fingers, “Should we cancel our appearance on The AM Show?”

      “No way.” Joni coaxed Hope’s hands from her face, threading their fingers together. “If I wasn’t certain you’d be safe, I wouldn’t say this. We can’t let the trolls win. I’m sure as hell not going to let them steamroll the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “You mean the success of the show and the revitalization of your column?”

      “No.” Joni pressed her lips to Hope’s forehead, holding her close. “I was talking about us.”

      “But don’t you think—”

      Whatever Hope was going to say was cut off by a loud crash right outside the office door.

      “What the fuck?” Joni released Hope from her embrace and ran to the hallway, where her mother knelt amidst several overturned boxes. “Mom! What’s going on?”

      “Your father and I went to the post office to get the mail.”

      Joni stared slack-jawed as she realized the boxes on the floor were all totes filled with mail. “This is a lot.”

      “It’s only a fraction of it.” Joni’s mom rose to her feet, dusting off her knees. “Your father is bringing in the rest.”

      “I’ll take care of these.” Joni carried the boxes to her desk, setting them down and rifling through stacks of letters and even a few packages.

      “More fan mail?” Hope asked.

      “I wish I could say it’s all from Team HoJo, but if it’s anything like the comment section and emails, I’m sure there’s some hate mail, too.” Joni’s stomach tightened as she chose an envelope at random and tore open the flap. “Yep. Here’s one from Team Scam.”

      “Joni, what are we going to do about the next episode?” Hope’s face pinched with worry.

      “What do you mean? It’s edited and ready to post in the morning before we leave for New York.” Joni started sorting the envelopes by their thickness.

      “I’m having second thoughts.”

      “About us?” Joni’s insides went numb.

      “No,” Hope rushed to assure her, putting a hand on Joni’s shoulder. “About coming out to the world as a couple. I’m worried about our safety. I know we were planning to be honest about this development, but that was before I knew how invested some of the viewers have gotten. I mean, look at all of this.”

      Joni’s eyes swept the piles of mail, and she began to feel like a swimmer in deep water whose muscles were starting to cramp. “What do you suggest? We don’t have time to film something new. I’m already going to be up all night preparing to take on Clara Jackson.”

      “Good Lord.” Joni’s father entered the room, pulling a metal dolly piled with mail. His face was red, though whether it was caused by exertion or anger over hearing the name of his dreaded ex was anyone’s guess. “Why are you even saying that woman’s name?”

      Joni’s breath caught in her chest as she realized her father was not aware of the recent dustup with Evil Clara. As she flailed around trying to figure out how to explain everything, her mom stepped in.

      “Alex, there’s no reason to be alarmed, but I’m afraid she’s been making a nuisance of herself again.”

      “Why am I only hearing this now?” Joni’s father fumed.

      “Dad, it’s fine. We have it handled. Hope and I are going to New York tomorrow to take care of everything.”

      “New York?” It was possible steam escaped Alex Fisher’s ears. “What has that woman done?”

      “Dr. Fisher,” Hope said in a soft voice, “Clara Jackson has been making disparaging comments, very publicly, about the column and the new web series, claiming the advice is based on faulty science and suggesting someone ought to file a class action lawsuit against Help Me Henrietta for practicing without a license.”

      Oh my God. Joni nearly swallowed her tongue. Had Hope really come out and said all of that to her father, without the least bit of sugarcoating? Joni braced herself for him to lose his shit.

      Instead, her father remained stony faced, saying quietly only the words, “I see.”

      Joni had no idea what to make of that.

      After another moment of silence, her father pointed to the boxes of mail. “What have you gotten yourself into with all of this?”

      Great. Now he was blaming her for everything.

      “It’s nothing, Dad. Just fan mail.”

      “Joni?” Her mom held up a large padded envelope, which appeared to have come undone at one end. “You might want to take a look at this.”

      Joni knew that tone. It was the one her mom used right before something really terrible happened. “This can’t be good.”

      Hope’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t open it.”

      “I think I have to.” Joni took the envelope to her desk. Her mom, dad, and Hope followed, gathering closely. She tore the package the rest of the way and reached in slowly. “Holy fuck.”

      Joni’s hand emerged grasping a very life-like, flesh-colored penis. She dropped it on the desktop like it was a snake. Actually, she would’ve preferred a snake. Like, a lot.

      “What is that?” Hope squealed in a tiny kid-like voice.

      Joni made a face like she was touching toxic waste as she slid her hand back into the envelope and removed a note. “Apparently one of the members of Team Fuck No decided to send a replica of his, uh… member.”

      “It looks so real. It’s not…” Hope wobbled on her feet, and for a moment, Joni was afraid she was going to pass out.

      “No, it’s not real,” Joni rushed to assure her. “It’s silicone.”

      Hope was speechless.

      Joni’s mom cleared her throat. “But, is it actually a mold of the sender’s…?” She pointed toward her groin area, mouth open wide.

      Joni nodded slowly. “Yeah, I think so. Which takes the dick pic thing to a whole new level.”

      “But, how…” Two words were about all Hope could manage before her ability to speak failed her again.

      Joni’s mom drew closer to the silicone penis, studying it curiously. “It’s got kind of a kink to it, don’t you think?”

      “My cousin always says a little kink is a good thing,” Hope commented.

      Joni’s mom poked at the penis, yelping and snatching her hand back as the thing started to shake like an off-balance washing machine. “Oh my God.”

      “Holy shit, it has a vibrator in it.” Truly, Joni had now seen it all.

      “It’s a Clone-A-Willy.” Joni’s dad held his phone up to his face.

      All eyes swiveled to stare at him.

      “A what?” her mom asked.

      “According to the page on Amazon,” he said, as matter-of-factly as if he were giving a psychology lecture, “it’s the most personalized DIY silicone dick casting kit on the planet. And it does, indeed, include an optional vibrator.”

      Stunned silence descended on the room.

      It was Joni’s mom who spoke first. “Goodness. Amazon really is the Everything Store, isn’t it?”

      “Please, Joni.” Hope wrung her hands, looking completely freaked out. It was a reasonable reaction, and one Joni might’ve shared if the situation wasn’t so bizarrely comical. “Let’s cancel the next episode, skip New York, and hunker down. This is getting out of hand.”

      “I wish we could, but there’s so much at stake. Not just the column but our reputations. Our futures.” Joni placed a hand on either side of her head, pressing on her temples as if that was all that stood between her and having her brains fall out onto the floor. “I’ll cobble together a retrospective episode to post tomorrow. No new footage, nothing to feed the trolls. That should buy us some time to let this craziness simmer down.”

      Hope let out a low whimper but nodded.

      Joni’s father spun on his heel, taking wide strides toward the door.

      “Where are you going, dear?” her mom called out.

      “New Hampshire,” he replied without slowing down. “I think I need to buy myself a shotgun.”

      Joni wasn’t sure if he was serious about purchasing a firearm, but for the first time in her life, she felt like her father might possibly be on her side.
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        * * *

      

      Joni slid out of the yellow cab and offered her hand for Hope, dragging her along as she trotted in what she hoped was the direction of Rockefeller Plaza. They were running late. Why was it every time you tightly scheduled a three-hour drive to New York it always took way longer? And for the love of God, how come all the parking garages looked alike? She’d booked a spot at a reasonably priced one close to their hotel and prepaid online, only to end up at the wrong one three times before finally locating the place that had her reservation. Whoever had first said I Love New York had to have been on drugs.

      Hope audibly panted as she tried to keep up. “I don’t understand why we have to be in the studio this afternoon if our interview isn’t until tomorrow.”

      “Because apparently Amanda Morgan has gotten too big for her britches and doesn’t do mornings anymore.”

      “What do you mean she doesn’t do mornings?” Hope snapped, her face flushed. She came to a halt, gasping for breath. “She’s the host of The AM Show.”

      “And a grade-A diva, from what I hear, who prerecords whatever she can because she likes her beauty sleep.” Joni checked her watch with a casualness she did not feel. “We really need to hurry.”

      “That’s the word of the day,” Hope muttered, although to Joni’s relief, she started walking again. “We’ve been hurrying since we left the house.”

      “I’m sorry. Misjudging the traffic was totally my fault, although I can’t be blamed for taking the wrong turn on the bridge. The GPS cut out.”

      I. Hate. New York.

      She could picture that T-shirt.

      Fortunately, New York did not decide to punish Joni for this thought, and they were soon passing through a revolving door and into a massive lobby of bronze and gray marble. Joni let out a whistle. “Toto, we’re not in our rinky-dink apartment studio anymore.”

      After showing their IDs at security, Joni and Hope were given visitor badges and directed to the appropriate elevator bank that would take them to The AM Show’s offices on the eighth floor. No sooner had the doors opened when a woman was motioning to them frantically with one hand while pressing her earpiece deeper into her brain with the other.

      “Fisher and Alvarez?” The woman spoke so quickly it sounded like a single word.

      Joni nodded, too intimidated to speak.

      “Got ’em,” the woman barked, presumably to the person in her ear. “I’m Hannah, the EP—hold on. No, don’t you dare dump the B roll for the dog show!”

      “What’s an EP?” Hope asked in a whisper.

      “Executive producer,” Hannah answered, already storming down the hall as she yelled into her headset. She’d made it about ten yards before spinning around and motioning for Joni and Hope, who were still rooted in place, to join her. “Come on!”

      “Is Amanda Morgan filming with a live audience right now?” Hope asked, impressing the heck out of Joni since Hannah’s aura screamed I’m too important for questions in a way that made Joni afraid she would pee her pants. Hope didn’t seem daunted in the least. Of course, she spent nine months out of the year teaching four-year-olds, which required more bravery than Joni would ever possess.

      “God no,” Hannah replied, rolling her eyes skyward. “Amanda avoids mixing with the rabble as much as possible.”

      “But, I thought it was filmed in front of a live studio audience.”

      Joni sucked her lips into her mouth. Hope needed to stop pressing the scary lady’s button. The last thing Joni wanted to have to do was punch Hannah in the face for screaming at Hope and making her cry. Fortunately, the EP stopped walking and regarded Hope with an almost human expression on her face.

      “Trust me, honey. The last thing society needs is to unleash Amanda Morgan on the public any more than is necessary. You do not want anyone being interviewed by Amanda Morgan first thing in the morning. You do not want her under-caffeinated in a room with a live audience. You might as well let a rabid dog loose in a chicken coop. Now, come on. We need to get you to makeup.”

      Hannah pushed open a solid door, and they stepped into a hallway bustling with people who all wore the same headsets Hannah had on. It was like witnessing an army performing maneuvers. Compared with this operation, Joni realized her little web series was about as sophisticated as a couple of preschoolers playing in a sandbox.

      In the makeup room, Hannah directed them to sit in two director-style chairs. “Cameron will take good care of you. My assistant will be by soon to give you the rundown for the questions.”

      “Wait.” Joni hadn’t planned to argue, or even speak to Hannah unless absolutely necessary, but this was another departure from what she’d been led to expect. “I went over the questions yesterday on the phone.”

      Hannah gave her a look like she’d lost her marbles. “Those went out the window the moment Clara Jackson dropped her bombshell on our rival show this morning.”

      “What?” Joni choked, almost afraid to ask what the EP was talking about. But she had to know. “We were on the road all morning. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Hannah was already out of the room, yelling into her earpiece about the fucking dog show. Unbelievable. Who the fuck cared about dogs when Evil Clara was up to no good?

      “You’re stunning,” a man said to Hope, which might have made Joni jealous had it not been for her absolute certainty that he’d never had a sexual thought about a woman in his life. “I’m going to touch up your makeup and ensure you don’t look glossy under the camera lights.”

      Hope closed her eyes as Cameron got to work, allowing Joni to watch to her heart’s content. She felt the urge to pinch herself every time she remembered that beautiful creature had agreed to give their relationship a chance. No matter how long it took, Joni was committed to waiting for Hope to be all hers.

      “Hey there.” A twenty-something woman practically popped up from the floor, startling Joni from her thoughts. “I want to go over the new questions.”

      Unlike her boss, this little pixie could be blown over by a stiff wind. She was no match for Joni, who narrowed her eyes menacingly. “Before we get started, what exactly has Clara Jackson been saying?”

      “In a nutshell?” the woman squeaked. “She’s claimed the entire premise of The Love Project was a hoax and that not only are you and Hope an established couple, but Hope has been a secret third member of the Help Me Henrietta enterprise for years. She’s accusing you both of concocting the whole demisexuality angle in what she referred to as a blatant attempt to exploit recent trends.”

      “That’s preposterous.”

      The woman shrugged, holding out an iPad. “She presented proof. Take a look.”

      Joni snatched the device, staring at the paused image on the screen. It was a photo of Joni and Hope looking very cozy in the booth at the inn’s restaurant the week before.

      Joni rolled her eyes. “Some proof. This was only taken a few days ago. Big shocker that we might have dinner together after a hard week of work.”

      “According to the time stamp, that was taken a year ago.”

      “The hell it was,” Joni spat. “If it says that, it’s been altered. I have a credit card charge for the dinner and our room that night.”

      The young woman’s eyebrows shot halfway to the ceiling. “You shared a room overnight? That’s an interesting work relationship.”

      “You’re twisting my words,” Joni seethed. She did not appreciate the way the assistant had made air quotes with her fingers when she said the word work. Not one bit.

      “What’s going on?” Hope called out, her eyes closed as Cameron worked his magic.

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” Joni assured her, even though her stomach was turning somersaults.

      The woman cleared her throat in a way that conveyed she was too polite to argue the point. “Do you want to see the rest of the pictures that aired on the segment?”

      Joni braced herself as the woman slid her finger over the screen.

      “Here’s one of you two dancing.”

      “Well, yes. Hope was there for singles night.”

      “Dr. Jackson had statements from several witnesses saying she danced with you the whole night, as soon as the cameras stopped rolling.”

      “That’s sort of true,” Hope pointed out, not as helpfully as she probably thought.

      “I…” Joni’s lips flapped without producing intelligible sounds.

      Stepping away from Hope, Cameron slipped between Joni and the screen, brandishing a giant makeup brush and looking at her like she was a gargoyle. “Oh, this is going to take some work.”

      Joni batted him to the side so she could continue arguing with the assistant. “Even if that’s the case, and I’m not saying it is, that still happened after we started filming The Love Project. There’s absolutely no way she could’ve had proof of us meeting up before that.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes!” Joni’s blood was boiling. Of course, she was certain. It was the truth for fuck’s sake.

      The woman fiddled with the iPad before turning it around for Joni to see.

      Joni sucked in a breath as she took in the doctored photo of her standing with Hope at Joni’s senior prom. “That’s completely fake.”

      “What is it?” Hope asked.

      Ignoring Hope, the assistant gave Joni a give me a break look. “That’s not you in the prom dress?”

      “No, it’s me, but Hope was not my date.” Joni tossed her hands up in the air, accidentally sending one of Cameron’s torture implements flying across the room. “Jesus. Hope’s five years younger than me. She would’ve been twelve.”

      “Thirteen,” Hope corrected.

      “Either way,” Joni said through gritted teeth, “it’s clearly been photoshopped.”

      “I don’t know. If you saw the interview this morning, she was very convincing.” Before Joni could respond, the assistant held a finger to her earpiece. “Amanda’s ready for you.”

      Hope’s eyes widened in fear. “Joni, Amanda’s going to believe us about this, right?”

      “It’s going to be fine.” Joni nearly tumbled out of the chair, almost smashing through the mirror along the entire wall. “Just fine.”

      The assistant let out a hollow laugh that told Joni they were going to be anything but fine.

      As they were led to the studio, Joni thought she might’ve understood how gladiators felt on their way to the Colosseum in Ancient Rome. Under blazing lights, an elegant woman maybe ten years older than Joni sat on a half circular couch, looking casual and relaxed like it was going to be the three of them having a lovely chat.

      Joni knew better. If she and Hope were the gladiators, that, right there, was the fucking lion waiting to tear the meat from their bones.

      “Where’s my goddamn tea?” Amanda roared, as if intent on showing Joni her suspicion was right on the money.

      A scrawny guy practically leapfrogged over the sofa to put a mug on the table.

      “Every. Day.” Amanda Morgan’s crimson lips curled like a Disney villain’s. “I want my tea there every day. What part don’t you get?”

      Joni swallowed, and she started to reach for Hope’s hand but stopped short. The last thing they needed was to add fuel to the fire of speculation and scandal. Amanda would eat that for breakfast and wash it down with her goddamn tea.

      As if sensing Joni’s thoughts, Amanda turned to offer a warm smile, her entire face transformed. “Good morning.”

      Joni wasn’t fooled. Just because an evil queen is beautiful, it didn’t mean she wasn’t still a dragon underneath. The way Hope took a sideways step, angling herself behind Joni like a human shield, it was clear she sensed it, too.

      “Come. Sit.” Amanda’s eyes sparkled, but somehow the fire in them was cold as winter. Joni knew this was it. The lion was gearing up to pounce, and there was nowhere to run or hide. “Well, if it isn’t the new face of Help Me Henrietta, America’s most beloved giver of sage advice. And her… friend. Tell me, ladies, why should America continue to put their trust in you when it’s clear you’ve been running a con since day one? Do you two have no shame?”
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      It was a nineteen-minute cab ride from the studios at Rockefeller Center to the plush midtown hotel where The AM Show had booked them a suite for the night. Nineteen long minutes, and neither Hope nor Joni said a single word. What was there to say? After that interview, Hope knew they were dead women walking.

      It wasn’t until they reached the hotel elevator that Joni finally broke the silence. “There’s a bar on the roof.”

      Hope stared at her reflection in the elevator doors as they slid shut. “Thank God.”

      The rooftop terrace was a good twenty-five stories off the ground, and if they hadn’t been steamrolled by America’s sweetheart, Amanda Morgan, Hope might have been impressed by the view. There it was, the Empire State Building, and thanks to Amanda Fucking Morgan, all Hope was contemplating was a swan dive onto the pavement below.

      Thankfully, there was no one else in sight, no prying eyes to contend with, and when they made it to the bar, the bartender, in a black shirt and red bow tie, gave them his immediate and undivided attention. “What can I get you ladies?”

      Cyanide? Hope thought, wondering if that would mix well with tonic. Maybe with a splash of lime?

      Joni placed her hands on the bar’s surface and looked the bartender right in the eye. “Assume we’ve just been crucified for entertainment, my career is over, and neither of us will ever be able to leave the house again—what drink would you recommend in that situation?”

      And that, right there, was what Hope loved about Joni. Here she was, even more screwed than Hope—after all, Help Me Henrietta was her entire life—yet she could still infuse this disaster with enough levity to make Hope feel like maybe carrying on for another day would be worth it. As long as Joni was there.

      “I have just the thing,” he said as if he had a drink for every occasion and had heard them all before.

      When he’d gone to mix their drinks, Hope turned to Joni. “Do you feel like you’ve been run over by a Mack truck named Amanda Fucking Morgan?”

      “Did you say the word fucking?” Despite the gravity of their predicament, Joni seemed faintly amused by her word choice. “I’m not sure I’ve heard you say that before.”

      “I’ve been chanting it in my head since it happened. Amanda Fucking Morgan.” Hope’s fists balled to the point her nails dug into her flesh. “She’d no sooner said good morning than she proceeded to rake us over the coals for what seemed like an eternity.”

      “Five minutes and forty-seven seconds.”

      Hope boosted an eyebrow. “You timed it?”

      “There was a clock on the wall over on their kitchen set. I kept my eye on it the whole time, watching it tick so I wouldn’t cry.” The defeat in Joni’s words plucked at Hope’s heart.

      Hope sighed, recalling how homey that set had always appeared on TV. “Tomorrow morning some chef is going to make pancakes in the shape of Mickey Mouse right on that stove, a few feet from the spot where our lives and reputations were not simply destroyed but trampled to smithereens.”

      There were a few droplets of water on the bar’s surface, perhaps from a piece of melted ice or condensation from a glass. Joni spread it around with her finger like she was drawing a picture. “Have you read Jon Ronson’s book So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed?”

      Hope thought for a moment. “No. I can’t say that I have.”

      “I think we should get a couple of copies.”

      Hope blew out a breath, which was as close as she could come to laughing at Joni’s attempt at a joke. Or maybe it hadn’t been a joke. The book did sound instructive.

      The bartender set down two glasses, each filled to the brim with fiery red liquid.

      Hope eyed the contents with suspicion. Yes, in her current mental state she didn’t object to dying, but she didn’t want it to hurt too much. This stuff looked like it would burn her from the inside out. “What’s in it?”

      “Magic potion,” he answered with a wink. “It’ll erase your minds for the night, guaranteed.”

      Joni pressed a finger to her nose and then pointed it at his bow tie. “Spot-on.”

      They carried their drinks to a pair of deck chairs, both of them not so much sitting as collapsing into them like their legs had simultaneously renounced their will to live.

      Hoisting her glass, Hope took a hesitant sip. She made a face. “The last thing I expected was fruity.”

      Joni tipped hers back like she was gulping water, nearly choking. “So. Much. Whiskey. How are you not dying?” She continued to cough, eyes watering.

      Hope shook her head, bemused enough to utter a real laugh this time. “Because, unlike you, I only took a sip.”

      Sitting on the cocktail table, Joni’s phone buzzed. Both of them looked at it and then at each other, like an air raid siren had gone off.

      “They didn’t leak the clip, did they?” Hope crushed her teeth together. “That Hannah bitch swore up and down they wouldn’t run a teaser for tomorrow’s show.”

      Joni snorted as she reached for her phone. “I’m kinda liking this side of you, Hope Alvarez. You’re like a fierce pirate with all that cursing.”

      Hope shot Joni a look and took a dainty sip of her drink as if to say she had no idea what Joni was talking about. “There’s a restaurant down the road from the one my parents have on the Cape. It’s pirate-themed. Maybe we could hide out there, get jobs as serving wenches.”

      Joni’s eyes narrowed. “That’s odd.”

      “Not really,” Hope said with a shrug. “There were pirate ships all up and down the coast in that area, back in the day.”

      Joni rolled her eyes, giving her phone a jiggle. “I didn’t mean that. I was talking about the text I got. The front desk is trying to track us down. They say they have a package for us.”

      Hope wrapped her arms across her chest, suddenly chilled despite the warmth of the afternoon sun. “If someone else has sent us a dick, I swear to God, I’m going to lose it.”

      “Relax. The way today’s been going, it’s probably a bomb.” Joni set her phone down. “They’re sending someone up here with it.”

      “Do you think it could explode quickly, at least? Right now, I feel like we’ve had gasoline dumped all over us, and we’re waiting until bright and early tomorrow morning when our segment airs for them to finally light the match.”

      “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” Joni hid her face behind a hand, and Hope’s heart clenched when she realized Joni was crying. That was the last thing she’d intended.

      “Hey.” Hope slid off the chair, dropping to a squat in front of Joni and placing her hands above Joni’s knees. “This is not your fault.”

      “I started the show,” Joni sobbed. “Dragged you into this mess. Now, the whole world thinks you’re a two-faced fraud.”

      Hope gave Joni’s legs a shake, trying to snap her out of it and failing. “You had no way of knowing what would happen.”

      “I’ve always done everything by the book.” Joni’s lip trembled. “I even claimed the money I made as a babysitter on my taxes. How is this happening?”

      “One word.” Hope winced as Joni’s cry became a wail. “Evil Clara.”

      “That’s two words,” Joni said with a sniff. “But, yeah. Her.”

      Hope eased herself back into her chair and took another swig of her drink, more this time, enough to make her wish she hadn’t. “Do you think your dad actually bought that shotgun?”

      Joni leaned her head back, closing her eyes. “I really hope so. I’m going to fucking kill that woman.”

      “Joni Fisher?” A man in a bellhop uniform stood with a cardboard box.

      “Uh-huh.” Joni didn’t move or bother to crack open an eye.

      “Here you go.” He set a box on the glass tabletop and stared expectantly at Hope.

      It took a second for it to hit her why he was still there. Then she rummaged through her wallet for a few bills and handed over the tip. “Thanks.”

      Hope stared at the box warily.

      “What is it?” Joni still hadn’t moved. “Please tell me it’s not another dick. Honestly, I think we’ve been fucked enough for one day.”

      “I don’t know what it is.” Hope picked it up, turning the package over for a closer inspection. The label wasn’t from the post office but a private courier company, and it was marked all over with the words: Urgent, Same Day Delivery. There was no return address. “Whatever’s inside, it must be important.”

      Joni sat up, her eyes filling with questions as she, too, examined the box. She ripped off the tape, opening the flaps and fishing out two black binders. Hope was too riveted to move or speak as Joni opened the top one to the first page, revealing a brittle, yellowed newspaper clipping.

      “What is it?” Hope breathed.

      “It’s one of mom’s first columns.”

      “Who sent it?” When Joni shrugged, Hope grabbed the discarded box and dug around inside, coming up empty. “Isn’t there a card or something?”

      Joni shook her head. “Nothing. But look at this. It’s an article from a psychology journal. The author is Dr. C. Jackson.”

      “Evil Clara?” Hope leaned close. “There’s writing in the margin.”

      Joni gasped, putting her hand over her mouth as tears sprang into her eyes. “That’s Dad’s handwriting. I’m almost positive. But why would he send me anything like this? What am I supposed to do with it?”

      Joni pushed the binder aside as she dabbed her watery eyes. Hope snatched it and scanned the notes, her heart beating faster with every word. “Joni, your dad has underlined all these places in Clara’s journal article and put asterisks in your mom’s column where it basically says the same thing. And he’s written in a bunch of sources, references to what look like pages in textbooks or something.”

      “It’s like he was finding common academic sources, maybe?” Joni flipped a few pages and jabbed her finger onto the page. “Look at this. The date on this column by my mom is weeks before this other one that Evil Clara wrote, and even though she’s clearly criticizing what she calls pop psychology, she and Mom basically follow the same principles. I mean, she’s written almost the exact same thing.”

      Hope grabbed the other binder, leafing through its pages, stopping at one to read a note scrawled across the top. “Plagiarism. He’s underlined it three times, so hard the pen almost went through the paper. I think he was pissed.”

      “What?” Joni leaned out of her chair to get a closer look. Her eyes widened. “That bitch. She lifted entire paragraphs from Mom’s columns and put them into her first book. Word for word, without giving her any credit. That thing was a best seller and that woman’s ticket to the big time. What a fraud!”

      “Unlike us, she really is a fraud. Do you know what this is?” Laughter bubbled in Hope’s chest. “Irrefutable proof. Your dad has been documenting it for fifty years.”

      Joni’s expression hardened. “Why didn’t he ever say anything? He could’ve called her out on this years ago.”

      “I don’t know. But he must’ve seen her on television this morning, attacking your character, and decided it was time to act.” Hope brushed her hand along Joni’s jaw, willing the tension to ease. “He’s given us everything we need to fight back and win.”

      Joni grabbed her phone and snapped several photos of the contents. “This will at least salvage our reputations after the additional damage Amanda Morgan has done.”

      “If only we could stop Amanda Fucking Morgan from running today’s interview tomorrow morning, they wouldn’t have to be salvaged to begin with,” Hope pointed out, laughing at the look on Joni’s face when she said the host’s name. “What? That’s her official name now. I can’t change it.”

      “You know what? You’re brilliant.” Joni was still grinning as she dialed a number on her phone. “Hannah? We need to redo that interview.”

      Hope heard the woman on the other side start to argue, but Joni cut her off, filling Hope with pride.

      “If you don’t want to be the next person Amanda Fucking Morgan fires, you need to check your inbox. I sent you a taste of the dirt I have on Evil Clara, and you can have all of it as an exclusive if you can get us on the show live in the morning instead of running today’s hatchet job.” Joni and Hope waited in silence. Then Hope heard Hannah say something. Joni flashed a triumphant smile. “Thank you, Hannah. Seven sharp. You won’t regret it.”

      “Joni?” Hope whispered when the call ended. “You said Amanda Fucking Morgan on the phone. And you referred to Dr. Jackson as Evil Clara. Just so you know.”

      “Good.” Joni’s eyes sparkled. “That woman is the devil.”

      Hope blinked. “Which one?”

      “You have a point. From what I can tell, Amanda is definitely one of Satan’s helpers, but I’ll give her a pass for now because tomorrow morning she’s giving us the chance to grind Clara Jackson to dust on live television, never to be heard from again.

      Hope threw her arms around Joni’s shoulders, squeezing tightly. “Maybe I should send her a pirate costume. After tomorrow morning, I see serving wench in Evil Clara’s future.”
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        * * *

      

      Hope clicked the replay arrow, preparing to watch their live interview on The AM Show for the dozenth time. As soon as the music swelled, she grinned, as she had every time before. Hope’s cheeks ached from it, but that wasn’t about to stop her from watching their moment of triumph one more time.

      “Again?” Joni cocked an eyebrow at Hope’s phone as she sank into the empty space on the loveseat and snuggled close enough to stare at the screen until the segment came to an end.

      “It was really great how Hannah came through,” Hope commented, finger poised above the arrow as she debated whether to hit it one more time or set the phone down. With a slight sense of reluctance, she turned off the device. She and Joni had better things to do than watch TV all night, even if the show had been epic. They were in one of the most amazing cities in the world. It seemed a shame to let that go to waste.

      Joni folded her arms over her chest. “You’re letting Hannah off the hook too easily. That woman’s every bit as much of a barracuda as her boss.”

      “I know,” Hope chirped, unable to feel anything but charitable now that everything had turned out so well. “But she did come through on comping us an extra night in this luxury hotel, not to mention the two tickets for that sunset harbor cruise. You know Amanda Morgan had nothing to do with that.”

      “Not Amanda Fucking Morgan?” Joni ribbed.

      Hope shrugged. “She may have redeemed herself a little in my book, even if she was every bit as scary in the morning as Hannah warned us she would be.”

      “Terrifying,” Joni agreed. “How she pulls off that chipper exterior on her show every day is a total mystery. Her viewers don’t have a clue what she’s really like.”

      Hope plucked the cruise tickets from her purse, examining the details before checking the clock. “We’d better get going if we’re going to make it to the wharf in time for boarding.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Joni shifted uncomfortably. “It sounds kinda touristy. It’ll probably be full of old people from the Midwest, slurping soup through their dentures. We can always have dinner at Bubba Gump’s in Times Square instead.”

      “You think that’s less touristy than dinner and dancing with live music and an up-close view of the Statue of Liberty?” Hope shook her head at Joni’s sheepish expression. “It’s because there’s going to be dancing, isn’t it? You might as well admit it.”

      “You really don’t expect me to dance on a boat, do you?” Joni whined.

      Hope gave her a stern look. “I absolutely do.”

      “But, I can barely dance on solid ground.” Joni’s pathetic look was too adorable.

      Hope reached out and playfully bopped her on the nose. “Look at it this way. You can pretend you’ve lost your footing and grab onto me as many times as you’d like.”

      Heat sparked in Joni’s eyes, making Hope’s heart skip a beat. Though the sheer hunger made her feel awkward, it was doing something else to her, too, and she found she didn’t want to look away.

      “You always have a way of convincing me to do things.”

      “One of my student teaching assignments was done at an all-boys middle school. That prepared me for you.” Hope laughed as Joni gave her a playful slug on the arm. “Come on. Let’s get ready to go.”

      They changed quickly, took the elevator to the lobby, and had one of the valets blow his whistle for a cab, one of the best parts of staying in a nice hotel. They made it in plenty of time and joined the line forming along the wharf of passengers waiting to board the ship. Hope was glad they’d changed into nicer clothing since most everyone in line was dressed up as if for a special occasion.

      “You look yummy in red.” Joni made a show of checking out Hope’s dress.

      “Better than my yellow one?”

      “That one holds a special place in my heart, but this one is muy caliente.” Joni touched Hope’s bare shoulder, pulling her finger away like it’d been scorched.

      “You’re such a dork.” But the truth was, Hope would never get tired of Joni’s attention.

      Joni tilted her head to rest on Hope’s shoulder. “As long as I have you, I’m totally cool with being a dork.”

      The crew untied the rope, and the line moved forward as people crossed the gangplank onto the boat. After a quick glance at their tickets, a woman led them to a table for two, which was draped in white linen and topped with flickering tea lights. After taking their wine order, she left them to browse the menu.

      “This is nice.” Hope glanced about, a pleasant warmth settling over her as couples of all ages filled in the table around them. While theirs was plain, she noticed some of the tables had champagne chilling and bouquets of red roses.

      Joni appeared troubled. “I wish I’d known about the flowers. I would’ve gotten you some.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’m happy just to be here.” Hope put her hand to Joni’s cheek, wishing she could smooth the worry lines away. “You make me happy. Even in the worst of times, you stood by me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Hope shrugged, her eyes shifting to the tabletop as she felt suddenly shy. “I’ve never really been in a relationship. Not as a full-grown adult. I don’t know what to expect.”

      “Only good things.”

      “You do have a temper,” Hope teased.

      “True,” Joni’s expression was serious, “but the minute I flare, I can usually be made to see reason.”

      Hope chuckled. “Like your father.”

      Joni’s jaw dropped. “You did not say that.”

      “I did,” Hope replied sternly, “and you’re going to hear me out. First of all, I know you think your dad is an ogre, but you can’t deny he saved our butts with that intel on Evil Clara.”

      “With the evidence of plagiarism, she’ll probably lose her publishing deal.” Joni snickered. “I bet he’s loving getting revenge on his ex like this. Talk about a dish best served cold.”

      “I don’t think he kept those notebooks for revenge,” Hope argued. “If that was what he wanted, he would’ve used the information to his advantage years ago. He really loves your mom, and he loves you. If Clara Jackson hadn’t gone on the attack against the two of you, I doubt those binders would’ve seen the light of day.”

      “Love?” Joni scoffed. “He was trying to rescue the family name from public disgrace. That’s all. My dad has all the emotion of a robot, and he and my mom have the worst marriage I’ve ever seen.”

      Hope sighed. When it came to her father, Joni refused to see anything good. “Do you remember when we heard them fighting?”

      Joni cringed. “How could I forget?”

      “Well, you left before the conclusion. Trust me; there’s way more love there than you think. Your mom’s blue roses are proof of that.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      As the boat pushed away from the dock and the city skyline started to whiz past the window beside them, Hope explained the true story of how her mother’s roses had turned blue.

      “He went out there every day with coffee grounds and never said a word?” Joni looked unconvinced.

      “He wanted your mom to believe in magic.”

      “My father, Dr. Alexander Fisher, did that?”

      “He did.”

      “That’s…” Joni ran a hand down her face. “A lot to take in.”

      The waitress brought their salads and wine and took their orders for the main entree. Almost as soon as Hope lifted a forkful of lettuce to her mouth, a band started to play. It was a song Hope recognized from the swing dancing night.

      “Care to dance?” Hope dropped the fork and hopped to her feet, not giving Joni the chance to turn down the offer.

      Joni scowled. “Our food just arrived.”

      “It’s not like the salad’s going to get cold.” Hope shook her hand, encouraging Joni to take it. “One dance.”

      “This is so unfair.” Even though she continued to grumble, Joni stood and followed her to the dance floor.

      Hope pressed herself against Joni, holding her tightly as she guided them through the basic step, their bodies moving gracefully as one. “Still think it’s unfair?”

      “Depends.”

      Hope led Joni into a spin. “On?”

      Joni spun back, her head bobbing beside Hope’s ear. “On what the night brings.”

      They continued to sway, Hope looking over Joni’s shoulder, unable to see her face. Her stomach fluttered. “What happened to no pressure?”

      “Hey, who’s got the mind of a middle school boy now? I was only referring to snuggling.”

      Hope snorted. “Sure, you were.”

      When the song ended, they went back to their table. The entrees had arrived in their absence, and as they tucked into their meals, the lull in conversation left Hope with plenty of time to listen to the jumbled thoughts that ricocheted in her brain, filled with anticipation and fear.

      So far, their relationship had been everything Hope had always wanted to find and had been convinced she never would. But she knew it was only a matter of time before something had to change. Joni was being so patient, so understanding, but that couldn’t go on forever. It wouldn’t be fair. If only Hope knew how long it would take for her to feel that burst of attraction that would tell her she was ready to move their relationship to the next level.

      If it ever happens.

      Hope dug her fork into a piece of steak with way more force than was needed. It would happen. It had to. She’d never been so happy, and she couldn’t bear to lose that because her body, or hormones, or whatever it was in charge of these things wouldn’t cooperate. She’d have to wait a little longer and pray this feeling she was supposed to get wouldn’t be so subtle she would miss it altogether. How was she supposed to recognize attraction when she had no idea what it was like? For all Hope knew, she’d experienced it before and had never realized it. Could that have been her problem all along?

      “Oh my God. Look at that.” Joni pointed past Hope’s head.

      “What?” Roused from her brooding thoughts, Hope whipped around. Outside the window of the boat, rising larger than life from the water, was the Statue of Liberty. She stared at it, breathless. No one had ever told her how big it was, and all lit up, too. “Let’s go outside on the deck. I want to get a closer look.”

      A few other people had wandered out to the deck, but since nearly everyone was still eating, it remained mostly sparse, and they were able to find a quiet spot with an unobstructed view.

      “It’s beautiful.” Joni tilted her head back. “And so tall.”

      “I can’t believe it.” Hope’s heart pounded, her eyes were wide.

      “What?” Joni’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      She couldn’t believe how perfect it all was. The moment. The view. The woman beside her, patiently waiting even when Hope knew it was killing her. After all, Joni was a woman who didn’t let her coffee cool down, preferring to scorch her throat in a big, painful gulp. But here she was, giving Hope all the time and space she needed, like Joni truly believed she was worth the wait. It was the best gift.

      Hope’s heart swelled as she rested her head on Joni’s shoulder.

      “I love you, Joni Fisher.”

      Hope hadn’t realized she was going to say that, not out loud so Joni could hear, but the moment the words were out, she knew they were true. She lifted her head and found Joni staring at her, slack-jawed, but she quickly regained her senses.

      “I love you, too.”

      And that was all that really mattered.

      We love each other. This one truth rang in Hope’s ears like a bell, over and over, playing the sweetest melody.

      As for the physical part, that mystery that had eluded Hope for so long, she was going to have to figure something out. The space Joni had given her was, indeed, a gift. But she also knew eventually she was going to have to try, even if it was no more than dipping her little toe in the water. She’d never know for certain otherwise.

      Would there ever be a more perfect time than right now, on a boat in the middle of the harbor, the faint smell of salt on the breeze, and the Statue of Liberty shining like a goddess, watching over them?

      No. There would not be. It was now or never.

      Before she could second guess herself, Hope planted her lips on Joni’s.

      So very soft.

      Joni must not have expected it, because at first, her lips didn’t budge. But soon enough, Joni had her arms wrapped around Hope’s neck, returning the kiss with love-filled tenderness. It was nice. More than nice. It was…

      Holy shit.

      Deep down, Hope had been certain she was broken, that her body was simply incapable of responding to physical intimacy the way others did. In one jolt that rocked her to her very foundation, she knew she’d been wrong. So wrong.

      Had she really thought this feeling would be so subtle she could miss it?

      Impossible!

      Hope threaded her fingers through Joni’s hair, eyes fluttering shut as she deepened the kiss, losing herself completely but also finding herself for the first time.

      As far as first kisses went, even with limited experience, Hope knew deep in her bones this was the real deal. It was so intensely good. Suddenly, she was the heroine in a romance novel, Bella in Twilight—but this wasn’t some fantasy printed in the pages of a book. This was Hope’s actual life.

      It felt fucking fantastic.

      Hope heard a moan and realized with a start the sound had come from her. Reluctantly, she let her lips fall away, though she continued to hold Joni close.

      “That’s never happened,” Hope whispered.

      “What, a kiss?” Joni wasn’t buying it. “I know you’re not as inexperienced as that.”

      “Not the kiss,” Hope explained. “The rest of it. I’ve never moaned like that before.”

      Joni raised her eyebrows hopefully. “We could see if it happens again…”

      Hope wanted to do that, and so much more, too. All at once, so many things she’d never seen the point of before presented themselves to her imagination, shiny and new. So many things to do. But kissing was probably the only one that was acceptable to do in public. It was a good start.

      “Let’s do that. Right now.” Laughter bubbled in Hope’s chest even as tears welled in her eyes. “I don’t think I ever want to stop kissing you, as long as I live.”

      To make sure Joni understood she was serious, Hope went in for a demonstration on the spot.
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      Joni’s head spun as they stepped into the hotel elevator. It was probably due to oxygen deprivation brought on by a solid hour of making out on the windswept deck of a boat. Joni had no regrets.

      Hope’s hand brushed along her back as she followed her into the elevator. Now, other parts of Joni were spinning, too. Before her imagination could run away with the possibilities raised by her and Hope in this enclosed space, an older couple dressed in formal clothing, as if returning from the theater or opera, joined them.

      “Did you want to go to the roof for a drink?” Joni asked, keeping her eyes focused forward and not looking at Hope’s face. “Or would you rather go straight to the room?”

      “Room.”

      Not a hint of hesitation.

      Hope stepped closer, overwhelming Joni with her scent, perfume, spice, and a whisper of sea salt in her hair from the cruise. Joni’s vision flickered, and for a brief moment, she thought she would swoon. Could someone die from sensory overload? Hope’s arm snaked around Joni’s waist, and she had to swallow an exclamation of fuck me before the old folks on the elevator heard it and became scandalized beyond repair.

      Hope’s hand slipped from Joni’s waist to her butt, and Joni experienced the unmistakable sensation of one buttock being squeezed. Who was this woman, and what had happened to Hope?

      Not that Joni was complaining.

      The night had been a blur. Before they’d headed out, Joni had braced herself for the evening ahead with a reminder to appreciate the little joys the evening would offer. A good dinner. A beautiful view. Maybe, if she was truly lucky, a goodnight kiss.

      She’d gotten her wish.

      There’d been kissing, kissing, and more kissing.

      It had been exhilarating.

      The best moment of all had been when Hope professed her love. She’d never dreamed that would happen, or that she would return the sentiment without reservation. She was almost unrecognizable to herself. The woman who’d sworn off love was now madly in love.

      How had this happened?

      Again, Joni wasn’t protesting. She was just very confused.

      The elevator stopped. Every nerve ending in Joni’s body tingled, and she imagined her synapses were sending out alerts at warp speed. Two more floors and then…

      No. Joni squeezed her eyes shut. Don’t get your hopes up.

      Yes, the kissing on the boat had been passionate. And also the kissing in the back seat of the cab. Especially that part when Hope had untucked Joni’s blouse from the waistband of her trousers and run her hand up Joni’s bare back, raking her fingernails over the flesh to the point Joni expected it might’ve left marks. That had come as a surprise. As had that moment when Hope had sucked on her earlobe, nearly sending Joni shooting through the roof.

      But Joni had promised to give Hope time and space. The last thing she wanted to do was go back on that promise. No doubt Hope had exhausted herself with so much physicality. Joni had to prepare herself for a long night. Maybe they would cuddle, right after Joni took a cold shower. It was the least she could do for the woman she loved.

      Loved.

      Joni was fucking in love.

      And, they hadn’t even fucked yet, which was a certain indication this was for real. For all Joni knew, she could expect weeks or months of torture similar to tonight. She welcomed it. So, yeah. This was definitely the real deal.

      Hope grasped Joni’s hand as the elevator dinged. They stepped out, the doors closing on the well-dressed couple, who didn’t seem to have a clue of the sexual drama that had been playing out right behind them. Too bad, really. They’d looked kind of bored, like they could’ve used a thrill, even a vicarious one.

      Joni and Hope stood alone in the hallway.

      Where was the room again?

      Joni’s mind went blank. Completely blank. In fact, everything around her was bathed in a golden glow, unrecognizable. She couldn’t make out a thing, aside from Hope. Who was leaning in for a kiss. Joni might die on the spot.

      A doorknob rattled, and a man stepped outside of his room, clearing his throat in the way a smoker does. Joni felt Hope stiffen against her, though she didn’t pull away or act the least bit embarrassed to be caught in the act of making out in the hotel hallway. The man rumbled past them, not seeming to notice. He was probably heading outside for that much-needed hit of nicotine, oblivious to anything else.

      “That was close.” Hope laughed, tugging on Joni’s arm. “Come on. The room’s right over there. Don’t drag your feet.”

      Had Joni been dragging her feet? It was possible. If so, why was Joni the nervous one?

      Given the situation, it made sense that Hope would be a bundle of nerves, while Joni remained cool as a cucumber. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to go? After all, Joni had done this kind of thing before, spent nights in hotel rooms numerous times with plenty of other—well, best not to recall other women now.

      Only one mattered.

      Forever.

      Hope produced the room key from God knows where, tapping it against the door until the green light flashed. It was unlocked. They could go inside whenever they wanted, and then…

      Then they were inside the room, and Hope was pushing Joni against the wall, her mouth burning Joni’s skin like a hot poker everywhere it touched. Mouth, neck, earlobe again… oh, fuck. Apparently, that earlobe trick hadn’t been a fluke. Joni sucked in a deep breath, digging her toes into the floor.

      Hope was still doing it.

      Oh, fuck…

      “You okay?” Hope whispered, her breath tickling Joni’s neck.

      “Y-yeah,” Joni stuttered.

      “You should see your face right now.” Hope laughed as she took a step back, releasing Joni from the wall. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You promise?” She’d meant it as a joke, but it hadn’t come out that way.

      Hope’s expression grew serious. “In what way do you mean?”

      “None of this—” Joni waved to Hope and then back to herself—“was even a thought in my head eight weeks ago.”

      “This, what? Are you talking about me or about falling in love?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Hope laughed in that cute way she had when Joni was flustered. The sound immediately knocked Joni out of her head and into the moment. And what a moment it was, with Hope, in her stunning red dress, staring at Joni like nothing else in the world mattered. She had to be the luckiest woman in the world.

      “I love you, Hope Alvarez.”

      “I know.” Hope’s voice was soft, brimming with emotion. “You told me earlier.”

      “I won’t ever stop telling you,” Joni promised, placing her hand on Hope’s arm for emphasis. “Never ever.”

      They stood suspended in time, feasting their eyes on one another, but neither sure if they should make a move.

      “Tonight was so lovely,” Hope whispered.

      “It was perfect.”

      Hope’s chest hitched, and Joni’s eyes were glued to the area right above where the red fabric ended, soft exposed flesh she longed to run her fingers across. And her mouth, her tongue. “You’re so beautiful.”

      “What do we do now?” Hope didn’t have to say she was nervous. It was etched across her face and imprinted on her quiet tone.

      Joni’s heart ricocheted in her chest. “That’s for you to decide. I don’t know what you want to happen.”

      “I—” Instead of finishing whatever she’d planned to say, Hope captured Joni’s lips.

      It was going to happen.

      But then Hope pulled away.

      So maybe it wasn’t.

      “It’s okay, Hope,” Joni assured her, even as she tried to steady herself from the roller coaster of emotions she’d been on. “We have all the time in the world.”

      “Actually, we have to check out in twelve hours.” Leave it to Hope to be utterly literal in that moment.

      Joni laughed, her nervousness ebbing. “That wasn’t exactly what I meant.”

      Hope slanted her head in that way that said, I know, but I like teasing you.

      Joni shivered. She liked being teased. It made her lightheaded and loopy, but it was delightful.

      “Are you cold?” Hope’s forehead creased in concern.

      Though the goose bumps on her skin had nothing to do with temperature, Joni wrapped her arms across her chest. “It was nearly triple digits today, but every indoor space in this city is set to fucking cold. It can’t be good for the environment.”

      “Probably not.” Hope stepped toward Joni, putting a hand on each shoulder and giving them a rub as if to warm them.

      “I’ll have you know I’m basically a weather expert.” Joni’s heart was racing like a hummingbird’s, her mind losing all ability to focus. She heard words coming out of her mouth but had no idea what she was saying. “I check the forecast a million times a day, and I have one of those fancy barometers. I’ve watched enough shows on The Weather Channel I could probably host or run the whole damn enterprise. Would you like to hear what happens when arctic air heads south, causing low- and high-pressure systems?”

      “Joni.” Hope was now an inch from Joni’s face, peering at her with a mixture of confusion and amusement.

      Joni drew a quick breath. “Yes?”

      “You’re babbling.” Hope’s eyes danced. “About the weather.”

      “I can’t seem to stop.” Frantic laughter rocked Joni’s chest and shoulders. “I feel like I’ve been struck by lightning, which is fitting since it was that storm that led to our first night together, and—”

      “Sweetheart.” Hope ran a finger down Joni’s face. “Stop with the weather. It’s starting to make me nervous.”

      “Help me,” Joni squeaked.

      Perhaps seizing on the one thing certain to make Joni stop talking, Hope wrapped Joni into her arms and pulled her into a kiss.

      And God did they kiss.

      Joni walked Hope backward to the bed. If that wasn’t what Hope wanted, Joni prayed she would say so now. Instead, Hope’s fingers fluttered to the top button of her blouse, undoing one and then another, until it hung open to reveal Joni’s bra and the pale white skin on her belly.

      With a question in her eyes, Joni reached around to unzip Hope’s dress. Hope nodded, her eyes never leaving Joni’s as she moved the zipper down and slowly lowered the red dress to the carpet. As beautiful as the dress had looked on Hope that night, it looked a hundred times better in a heap on the floor.

      Or maybe it was the sight of Hope standing in only her lingerie and heels that was making Joni so appreciative of the view. There was a tornado swirling inside her, and now Joni felt an almost uncontrollable urge to talk about the tornadoes. What the hell was up with this weather obsession tonight? There was definitely something short-circuiting in her brain.

      Perhaps Hope sensed this, because she pulled Joni in for another long, lingering kiss while her hands ran up and down Joni’s flesh. The blouse disappeared. Joni’s trousers soon followed. Finally, they were both down to nothing more than underwear and bras.

      Together, they lowered onto the bed.

      “Is this okay?” Joni asked, not certain how she would survive if Hope said no.

      “Yes.” Hope’s lips quirked. “It’s the only thing that’s worked to distract you from talking about the weather.”

      Joni frowned. “Is that the only—”

      “No.” Hope pressed a finger to Joni’s lips. “And no more talking. I’m sure we can find a better use for your lips.”

      Every part of Joni’s body capable of reaction jolted simultaneously as her brain was flooded with all sorts of suggestions for how she could use her lips. But how much was Hope ready for? “Kissing?”

      Hope pressed her lips together. “I’m hoping kissing will play a part.”

      Just a part? The evening’s prospects were looking better and better. Joni rolled Hope onto her back, holding herself up with both arms, staring down into Hope’s beautiful eyes. “You’re amazing.”

      Hope cupped Joni’s cheek, slowly moving her hand to the back of Joni’s head, pulling her down.

      Joni kissed the tip of Hope’s nose, landing on her mouth and staying put for another kiss. Tender at first, but the urgency was rapidly growing. Joni’s mouth worked down the chin, dipping into the hollow of Hope’s throat, trailing along her collarbone, and heading for the swells of her breasts.

      “Your bra unhooks in the front,” Joni stated matter-of-factly when she reached that destination.

      “Do you need help with it?” Hope teased.

      “Oh, no. I think I can manage. It’s just convenient. Did you plan that?”

      “Not really. Lucky, I guess.”

      With a shaky hand, Joni undid the clasp, parting the two halves of shiny fabric so that Hope’s nipples came into view, dark, hard buds atop two perfect bronze breasts.

      “Jesus,” Joni whimpered, her clit standing to attention. Her chest felt tight, and Joni found herself gasping for air.

      “Are you okay?” Hope’s voice brimmed with concern. “You seem nervous.”

      “I think I am. What if you don’t—you’ve never been with a woman—?” Joni’s voice quavered. Talk about a lot of pressure.

      “That part, the female part, doesn’t matter,” Hope assured her. “Not to me. What matters is I’ve never been with someone I love until now. I’ve never felt desire like this for anyone until now. Like I feel for you.”

      “You do?” Joni stared in wonder at this revelation. Did Hope really feel that way inside, for the first time, because of her?

      “Yes. So much so I can barely stand it.” Hope wriggled. “Does it always feel like this? It’s driving me mad.”

      “It feels like a cyclone.” Joni flashed an evil smile. “Would you like me to tell you about cyclones?”

      “Please don’t.”

      “One is swirling inside me.”

      Hope’s eyes fluttered shut. “Show me instead.”

      Joni took a deep breath and slowly lowered toward Hope’s breast. Her lips traced a pattern around the nipple, moving inward to the target. Her tongue flicking it, bringing it more to life than it already was, and Joni let out a satisfied groan. Hope responded in kind.

      Joni moved to the other nipple, not taking the slow route this time but clamping down on the nub, eliciting moans from both of them.

      Joni wanted to stay longer, committing every moment to memory, but it was impossible to ignore what was happening down below as Hope’s legs parted, wrapping around Joni like they had a mind of their own. She still wore her shoes, and the heels scraped along Joni’s calves. Joni could feel Hope’s wetness, even through the thin fabric of her underwear, and wanted—no needed, as if life depended on it, to take a taste.

      Joni’s mouth skimmed along Hope’s luxurious skin, edging closer and closer to her ultimate goal.

      Hope’s hands dug into Joni’s shoulders. Heels planted into either side of the bedcover, Hope’s legs spread wider, knees falling to either side to give Joni more access.

      Joni kissed the area right above Hope’s belly button, dipping her tongue into it, and moving further south.

      Down and down.

      A small patch of pubic hair tickled Joni’s face.

      The smell of sex filled the room, a rare and intoxicating perfume.

      Joni reached Hope’s slick lips, causing her breath to hitch.

      Hope’s body shuddered.

      Joni skimmed the lips with her tongue, her own body quivering with delight. Hope’s responded the same way.

      Hope tasted fucking fantastic, better than the best twenty-five-year-old scotch.

      Joni’s own clit was on tippy toes like a ballet dancer as she separated the lips, easing a finger into Hope’s warmth.

      “Ooooh…”

      Immediately scared she’d gone too far, that she was hurting Hope in some way, Joni’s eyes snapped toward Hope’s face, but the expression she found there wasn’t fear or pain. Hope was completely turned on, a look that drove Joni wild with desire.

      Joni pressed in deeper, while her tongue landed on Hope’s clit. All words fled her mind except one. “Fuck.”

      Hope bucked her hips, urging her to continue, also seemingly incapable of speech.

      Joni lapped the clit slowly, delicately, not wanting to bring Hope to the finish line too quickly.

      No, this was the time to slow down and savor every second.

      When she was sure Hope was ready, Joni slipped in a second finger, moving in and out.

      Hope’s moans became more urgent, spurring Joni to focus her tongue on the bundle of nerves, swelling with need.

      “Oh, Joni,” Hope’s body writhed. “Please…”

      Joni’s fingers dove in deeper, their bodies moving together like they’d been making love for eons.

      As Joni continued lapping with her tongue, she sensed Hope’s breathing becoming more ragged, screaming that the crest was near.

      Still deep inside, Joni curled her fingers upward, causing Hope to buck off the bed, now cradling Joni’s head with both hands.

      Joni’s tongue didn’t let up.

      Hope’s moans intensified.

      Then it happened.

      It was the most amazing orgasm Joni had ever taken part in, and she wasn’t even the one coming, though to be honest, she was fucking close to that point herself. Hope’s body trembled, her mouth calling out sounds that weren’t proper words, but seemed to belong to a language they were inventing together in that moment. Joni eased back just enough to watch Hope’s face as her orgasm rippled through her in wave after wave. It was spectacular to see and brought about an intensity inside Joni that she’d never experienced before.

      Their eyes met in the dim light.

      “I love you, Joni,” Hope managed to whisper and then came again.
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      Hope was aware of every part of herself. Her hair swirled across the pillow. Her chest rising and falling as she struggled to suck in enough oxygen to survive. Her drenched thighs. Her toes curled against the bottom of her shoes.

      Why am I wearing shoes?

      Hope tried lifting her head off the pillow to meet Joni’s eye but didn’t have the strength. “Oh my God, that was mind-blowing,” she tried to say, but it came out sounding like something in Hungarian. Probably. Who the fuck knew? It wasn’t like Hope spoke Hungarian. She did like Hungarian food. What was the one with the noodles? Stroganoff. Wait, no. That wasn’t it. The one with paprika and—

      Uh-oh. This is exactly what Joni was doing with The Weather Channel.

      Who knew that when faced with an experience it was unable to fully process, her brain would short circuit to The Food Network?

      Hope became dimly aware of Joni snaking up her body, lying on top. “That… was okay?”

      “Huh?”

      “Was that… I mean, did you, uh… you know…”

      “Did you not notice how my body reacted to what you were doing?” Laughter rumbled through Hope, but she was stopped short when she recognized the seriousness in Joni’s expression. “You’re asking for real? Honestly, I’m not sure how I was unaware of this side of you until now.”

      Joni’s brow furrowed. “What side are you talking about?”

      “You’re so sweet. Insecure. Loving. Soft.” Hope wrapped her arms around this woman who had become her moon and stars and entire universe yet somehow worried she wasn’t enough. “So, so soft.”

      Joni snuggled against her, and Hope could hardly tell where one ended and the other began.

      “Don’t tell anyone about this”—Joni gave a cat-like yawn—“or you’ll ruin my rep.”

      “Don’t mention the mind-blowing sex?” Hope ran a hand up and down Joni’s back. “Okay. That’s just between us, though I’m not sure why it would ruin your rep for people to find out about it.”

      “Mind-blowing, huh?” Joni’s head popped up. “I don’t care if people know about that. In fact, feel free to mention it to as many people as you’d like. I want to keep the fact I’m a big ol’ softie on the down low.”

      “I see.” Hope ran her right hand down Joni’s side, cupping a bit of breast that poked out. “So I can tell the world your breasts are like down pillows, but not that you’re emotionally vulnerable in any way.”

      “Yes. Exactly.” Joni let out a contented sigh. “Glad we’re on the same page.”

      “Is it okay if I say it was magical?”

      “What was magical?”

      “This.” Hope rolled Joni onto her back, kissing her. “And, this.”

      “We’ll see. I need more data.”

      “You’re trying to quantify magic?” Hope raised an eyebrow. “You really are like your fa—”

      “Don’t say it.” Joni’s finger pressed against Hope’s lips, stopping the words. “Shut up, and kiss me already.”

      Removing her finger, Joni pulled Hope’s mouth into place. Hope’s mind went deliciously blank, whatever she’d been about to say completely forgotten. The more they kissed, the more the spark in Hope’s belly flickered into a brightly burning flame. Joni had closed her eyes, settling into the pile of pillows behind them like the night was drawing to a close, but as far as Hope was concerned, it was only getting started.

      Hope broke free of Joni’s lips, moving her mouth down to Joni’s nipple. She broke into a grin as pure shock registered on Joni’s face. A thrill went through her as it occurred to her to wonder what other expressions she could make Joni’s face do.

      This could be fun.

      She closed her mouth over the mound of Joni’s breast, sucking the nipple between her teeth and biting down a tiny bit. Joni reached one hand behind her, looking for something to hold onto and finding nothing but pillows. She resorted to resting her hand against the tufted headboard, her fingers digging into the fabric. Things were off to a good start.

      Hope bit down on the pink nub once again, gently at first, not sure how far to take it. Joni’s moans encouraged her to increase the pressure. Joni’s nipple was so hard in Hope’s mouth, and beneath her, Joni was thrashing against the crumpled sheets. A surge of raw power coursed through Hope at the realization that such simple actions were able to cause this type of reaction.

      She moved to the other nipple, repeating everything she’d done before. This time the result was even more pronounced. Joni’s hips started to gyrate, and the sounds she was making left no doubt that Hope was hitting all the right buttons.

      Hope paused, her eyes landing on Joni’s earlobe. She grinned a wicked grin as she lunged upward, capturing the bit of flesh with her mouth. Experience had already given her a good indication of what to expect, and Joni didn’t disappoint.

      “Holy fuck,” Joni hissed, tossing and turning like she was trying to escape, but also not really, because it was obvious she had no desire to escape. “You’re making me so wet.”

      “I love this,” Hope whispered into Joni’s ear then darted her tongue into the canal and giggled as Joni let out a tortured cry. “I love having this effect on you.”

      “You have no idea what you’re doing to me,” Joni whimpered.

      Hope’s eyes wandered down Joni’s creamy skin, detecting every jounce of hip, jerk of leg, and curling of toe. “I think I’ve got a fairly good idea, actually.”

      Hope slipped her tongue inside Joni’s ear again and felt her tremble even more. Still concentrating on the ear, she moved one hand down to pinch a nipple between two fingers.

      “Oh, God…” Joni writhed on the bed, completely undone.

      Hope kissed her way down Joni’s neck, briefly returning to a nipple, but having just had a similar experience herself, she knew Joni needed more. And Hope was desperate to give that to her. She began the trek down, but Joni sat up like she’d been zapped with a taser, grasping Hope’s shoulder as if to hold her in place.

      “What’s wrong?” Hope studied Joni’s face. “Did I skip a step or something?”

      “Not at all.” Joni bit her lip, closing her eyes as if trying to get control over herself. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      Was that all that was worrying her? Thank goodness. Hope had feared she was screwing something up. Relief flooded her, bringing a grin to her face. “Of course, I do.”

      “I need to make sure you mean it.” Joni’s face was much too serious.

      “I’m not that delicate, Joni.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” Joni said quickly. “This night has been perfect on so many levels. I don’t need anything else.”

      “It has been perfect, but there’s no reason not to strive for more. I love you. I want to make love to you. I’ve never wanted something as much as this.” Hope pressed her knee between Joni’s legs, teasing them apart as she slid along the wetness that had pooled there. “Unless I’m mistaken, you want this, too. So, stop arguing.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Joni did a mock salute, but when Hope scooted lower, rubbing her hip into Joni’s warmth, all joking evaporated into another full-body tremble. “So amazing. You’re so amazing.”

      Hope kissed her way down Joni’s stomach, moving to the side, enjoying how ticklish Joni was. “I’m learning something new about you every minute.”

      Joni’s only response was a mmm sound that vibrated deep in her throat.

      Hope’s mouth traveled along the hip bone, working toward Joni’s inner thigh.

      As the first hint of Joni’s wanting tickled her nose, a flash of lightning zipped through Hope’s body. “Jesus!”

      “What’s wrong?” Joni bolted up.

      “Nothing’s wrong. I can’t believe how good you smell.” Hope inhaled deeply, her mouth starting to water. “I want to bathe in this scent.”

      Joni, propped on bent elbow, stared lovingly into Hope’s eyes. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      “Believe it, darling”—Hope nuzzled Joni’s thigh—“because it’s going to become a regular thing.”

      “You know,” Joni looked bemused, “once you get past a roadblock, you power ahead with such determination.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” Hope ran a finger down Joni’s wet lips.

      Joni crashed onto her back, yelping, “Not at all.”

      Hope continued to explore Joni’s folds, finding the experience at once both familiar and completely new. What a wondrous thing, knowing as she inserted her finger, one millimeter at a time, exactly how it must feel for Joni, yet experiencing that enveloping warmth, the way Joni’s muscles tightened around her as she delved deeper, for the very first time.

      Hope moved her finger in and out, her eyes landing on the hood of the clit. “Now, what will happen if I do this?” Hope flicked Joni’s clit with her tongue.

      “What am I?” Joni said through gritted teeth, clearly struggling to hold on a little longer before dissolving entirely. “A science experiment?”

      Hope didn’t take the bait, continuing to lap the sensitive bud, essentially shutting off Joni’s ability to speak, although she was still moaning and gyrating, assuring Hope what she was doing was working.

      As her hand moved almost too easily, Hope added another finger, loving how it was greeted by the muscles tightening further.

      Hope sucked Joni’s clit into her mouth. She was rewarded with the exclamation of, “Holy Christ!”

      Joni’s breathing sped up, her chest heaving as she panted for air.

      Hope pressed her fingers in deeper, until Joni’s entire body shook.

      Then she circled Joni’s clit with her thumb.

      Joni started to say, “I’m—” but the rest of the words turned into a long ahhh as she came hard against Hope’s hand.

      For the second time in one night, Hope’s world had been rocked.

      Her whole life, any attempt Hope had made at intimacy with another person had resulted in a hollowness, leaving her with important questions unanswered. Like, why did people enjoy sex? What was the point? Well, she finally understood what all the hoopla was about. It turned out she’d needed to find the right person.

      That was the secret she’d uncovered. Hope knew deep down that this experience wouldn’t have happened with anyone else. The emotional bond she and Joni had forged was the key to unlocking Hope’s potential for happiness, love, and fantastic sex. She still had a lot of questions. Like how many times could a person orgasm without passing out? Was it possible to have too much sex?

      Hope was willing to work all night to uncover as many answers as she could.
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        * * *

      

      Hope stirred in bed, feeling cool sheets beneath her, contrasting with the delightful warmth against her back. Eyes still closed, the memories of the night before rushed back, and she smiled a lazy half smile, nestling against the delectably soft heat source that was Joni, arms wrapped around her, spooning her. She could spend an eternity in Joni’s arms.

      “Good morning,” Joni croaked in her first words of the day way.

      “I love that.”

      “What?”

      “You ask what a lot,” Hope remarked, knowing it drove Joni slightly crazy when she did that instead of answering the question. “I was talking about your first thing in the morning voice. Gravelly and sexy. I love that, and I love that I get to be here to hear it.”

      “That’s a good thing because I can’t change it. What time is it?”

      Hope peered at the clock on the nightstand. “Still early. Seven.”

      “Shall we sleep in a bit more?” Joni sounded like she was already drifting off.

      Hope, however, burned with the energy of a thousand suns. Or a woman who’d had a thousand orgasms the night before. Same thing. She could tackle the world.

      But first, coffee.

      “Do you know this suite they’ve put us up in has its own balcony?” Hope draped one bare leg over the edge of the mattress in a halfhearted attempt to get up. “I’ve always wanted to have coffee on the balcony of a fancy New York City hotel.”

      “I can go to the lobby for coffee.” It was a sweet offer, but there was no mistaking Joni’s reluctant sigh.

      “No need.” Hope told her, giving the lump under the covers that was Joni a pat. “That would require you putting on clothes. We have a machine in the room that will be perfectly fine.”

      “No clothes?” Joni propped herself up on her elbows, her energy at least partially restored. “Are you suggesting naked coffee on the balcony?”

      Hope shot her an are you kidding look. “We’re surrounded by buildings. With windows. I don’t know about you, but I’m putting on a robe to avoid all the peeping Toms.”

      “Aw, shucks.” Joni tried snapping her fingers, but they didn’t make any sound. “Tell me, though, are you always going to lurch out of bed so early?”

      “Not sure you noticed, but I’m still in bed. With you. Naked.”

      “You make a good point.” Joni jostled Hope onto her back. “Coffee can wait.”

      “I never thought I’d hear you say that about your favorite beverage.” Hope stared into those stunning blue eyes. “I know how much you love it.”

      “Do you know that I love you more?” Joni said, for once not even trying to crack a joke or otherwise hide her emotions, which were plainly written on her face.

      Hope vibrated from head to toe. “This is amazing, isn’t it?’

      “What?” Joni wagged a finger.

      “You see. You did it again.” Hope grinned. “You can’t stop yourself from asking what.”

      “No fair. You tricked me.” Joni feigned being hurt, but her lips betrayed her by melting into a huge grin. “That’s cheating.”

      “You have a beautiful smile.”

      Joni shook her head. “No, I don’t. Remember? I have my tough-ass reputation to protect.”

      “Sorry, but I’m not buying it.”

      “Why, Hope Alvarez,” Joni said with a pout, “that’s got to be one of the meanest things anyone has ever said.”

      “If that’s truly the case, you live a charmed life.”

      “That I do.” Joni dove for Hope’s earlobe.

      Hope screeched as pure, hot lust tore through her like a freight train. “That’s cheating!”

      “I really don’t see how,” Joni remarked before doing it again.

      “It just is.” Hope wriggled like an eel, but there was no escaping Joni’s mouth.

      Not that she wanted to escape.

      Eventually, they would get up and have that coffee. They would put on clothes, pack their bags, and head back home. Where a lot of unanswered questions awaited them. Like what would they do when their show ended in a week and it was time for Hope to leave? Would this magic they’d discovered last when they were back in the real world?

      Hope shut her eyes, giving herself over to the symphony of sensations Joni’s mouth and hands produced against her skin. Answering those difficult questions could wait a little longer.
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      “This is it.” Joni tapped her pen on the blank sheet of paper in front of her. She shifted her eyes around the kitchen, first to Kim, who was sitting beside her at the table in the main house, and then to Hope, who was fetching three iced teas to combat the sticky August heat. She went slowly, as if to impress upon them the gravity of the moment. “This is our last planning meeting for the final episode of The Love Project.”

      “For this season,” Hope added, placing a glass in front of each of them before taking her seat.

      “This season?” The air whooshed out of Joni’s lungs. “You think there should be another one? But what would it be about?”

      “I’m sure there are more candidates who are as hopeless in love as I was.” Hope spooned a piece of ice out and placed it on the back of her neck. “Of course, you’ll have to figure out a new method of fixing them, since there’s no way I’ll put up with you trying to seduce them like you did me.”

      “I seduced you?” Joni’s eyebrows shot up. “You kissed me. And I seem to remember a certain someone’s hands on my ass in the hotel elevator.”

      “Or, you could continue on the way it is now.” Kim took a big sip of iced tea, looking like she was doing everything in her power to ignore what she’d heard. “I’ve spent plenty of time reading through the fan sites this past week, and there are lots of people clamoring for you to continue chronicling Hope and her misadventures.”

      “Absolutely not.” Joni snapped her mouth shut, shooting Hope an apologetic look. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken for you like that.”

      “It’s okay,” Hope assured her. “I couldn’t agree more. Eight weeks in the spotlight is more than enough. I mean, we couldn’t even meet at the coffee shop today because of how many people recognize us now and start talking like we’re old friends. I’m constantly on edge.”

      “And that’s without anyone knowing we’re a couple,” Joni added.

      “Ah, the speculation on the boards about that has dramatically increased,” Kim said. “But that raises an important question. Have you decided what the final episode is going to be?”

      “A victory lap?” Joni posed. “Champagne toast for grinding Evil Clara into dust under our feet?”

      “Joni.” Hope gave her a scold-y stare that probably scared her young students, and if Joni was honest, it was intimidating, even to an adult. But also sexy as hell. “Considering the coal-raking that woman has had since New York, I think Evil Clara has probably suffered enough. We don’t need to rub it in.”

      “Do you have a better suggestion?” Joni didn’t bother to hide her pout. What fun was vanquishing an enemy if you couldn’t rub it in?

      “We could wrap it up with an interview,” Kim said. “Hope could say how she’s gained valuable tools and feels better equipped to navigate the world of dating going forward. It would be anti-climactic—”

      “And also a lie,” Hope interjected, “since I have no intention of navigating the dating world ever again.”

      “It’s a lie that preserves your privacy and allows you to fade out of the public eye,” Kim corrected.

      “But one that produces a boring episode that does Help Me Henrietta no favors,” Hope countered. “Which was the entire point of doing the show to begin with.”

      A deep sigh rumbled in Joni’s chest. Hope was right about that. The fans would hate it and probably refuse to watch another season, if she actually decided to make one. Whatever gains she’d made on behalf of her column and brand would quickly be lost, and she’d be back to square one. “Is there another option?”

      “The truth.”

      Joni’s head whipped toward Hope. “What?”

      “There you go again, asking what.” Hope clucked her tongue. “But why not be honest? We fell madly in love. We might as well let the fans know. It wasn’t in the original plan, but in my opinion, the outcome was successful beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. Team Jo will create such a buzz on social media it would be worth a year of paid advertising.”

      “You’d be willing to go public to help me?” When Hope nodded, Joni wanted to vault over the table and kiss her on the lips, but she refrained. For now. “You’re not wrong about how valuable that would be to the column.”

      “I know,” Hope replied in a deadpan tone. “I’m rarely wrong.”

      “And so humble, too,” Joni quipped.

      “If you don’t mind me asking”—Kim sipped her tea, the ice clinking in the glass—“what’s the plan now?”

      “Uh, didn’t we just decide?” Joni scrunched her brow. “We’ll make the last episode a full confession. We’ll both need to be on camera, so Kim, you’ll have to film it.”

      “I meant after that,” Kim said, giving Joni a look that was probably supposed to mean something, but Joni wasn’t sure what.

      “Season two?” Joni guessed. “I suppose I’m open to it if we can find the right candidate.”

      “That was part of what I was getting at.” Kim’s eyes darted to Hope and back to Joni. “I meant, after this week, it’s back to normal life for you two.”

      Normal life? Joni tensed. What did that even look like?

      “It’s true,” Hope said, her expression guarded so that Joni couldn’t quite work out how she was feeling. “The new school year will be here before I know it, and I haven’t done a single thing to prepare. The end of August will be a scramble to get my classroom ready.”

      “Your school’s in Springfield.” Joni massaged the side of her head, suddenly feeling woozy. “That’s twenty-five miles away.”

      “It’s only a half hour drive,” Hope said, her expression clouding over. “But yeah.”

      “I’ll leave you two to figure things out,” Kim said quietly. She got up from the table and slipped out of the kitchen by way of the mudroom.

      When the door clicked shut, Hope said, “I’ll need to find a place to live.”

      Joni’s heart kicked up to ninety beats per minute. “Where? Springfield?”

      “That’s where my job is.” Hope swallowed, looking grim.

      “But that’s not Amherst.”

      “I’m aware. Aside from the commute, which would be a nuisance but doable, I can’t afford to pay the astronomical rents around here. Actually, I’m not likely to find anything suitable right away, even back home. I’ll probably end up staying with my parents until the school year’s underway and I have a chance to look around.”

      “You can stay here.”

      Hope glanced around the gleaming kitchen. “With your mom and dad?”

      Joni gave her a you know what I meant head tilt. “In my apartment. With me.”

      Hope sighed, and the way she reached for Joni’s hand, it was obvious it was a no-go. “I love you, Joni, but you and me living in such a small space right out of the gate? That would be a relationship killer, and it’s awfully fast.”

      “Trust me, lesbians do it all the time,” Joni said. “In fact, knowing each other for eight weeks, we’re kinda behind schedule. I may have to turn in my lesbian card.”

      Hope humored her with a slow blink. “That would be tragic.”

      “Hey, it came in handy for us getting on The AM Show. But seriously, don’t you think having a long-distance relationship would be as bad as getting on each other’s nerves in a small space?”

      “Springfield is not long distance.”

      “Yeah, you say that now.” Joni took a deep breath as a desperate feeling started clawing at her insides. “At first, it won’t be a big deal, but soon we won’t want to drive back and forth all the time for dates and stuff. Not after a long day at work.”

      “That’s why there are weekends.”

      “True.”

      “But?”

      “I don’t want us to miss any more time together.”

      “I don’t either.” Hope placed her hand onto Joni’s. “Let’s not focus on it right now. The universe brought us together. We need to trust things will work out.”

      There was a squeaking of hinges as the mudroom door opened. At first, Joni assumed Kim had returned, but then she heard two sets of footsteps, followed by her mother’s voice.

      “Joni?” Her mother came into the room, peppy and bursting with energy, dressed in a track suit and sneakers. Her dad trudged in behind, also dressed for exercise and looking like he wanted someone to shoot him and put him out of his misery. “Oh good, you’re both here. We want you two to come over for dinner tomorrow night. To celebrate.”

      “Celebrate?” Joni caught her dad grimacing and tried not to laugh. “What’s the occasion?”

      “What’s not to celebrate?” her mom challenged. “My daughter is dating a wonderful woman, my nemesis was destroyed on national television, and I got this.”

      Joni eyed the envelope in her mom’s outstretched hand with curiosity. “What is it?”

      “It’s a signed contract from the Kansas City Ledger. The original one, not the renegotiation they proposed.” Her mom grinned as she handed it over to Joni. “It’s not the only one, either. Things for Help Me Henrietta have never looked better. That’s worth popping some bubbly tomorrow night. Seven o’clock?”

      “Yeah.” Joni turned the envelope over, hardly able to believe the change in her luck in only a few months. “Sounds good.”

      “Now if you’ll excuse us,” her mom said, “I need to drag your father out on a walk. He saw the doctor yesterday, and his cholesterol is sky high. The doctor said we needed to make some changes. Regular exercise, and no more red meat, so I hope you ladies won’t mind, but we’ll be having salmon, not steak.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Hope said. “Salmon’s one of my favorites.”

      Joni’s father, whose scowl had deepened at the mention of no more steak, muttered all the way to the door. He might be going on the walk, but he wasn’t going to make it easy. Joni couldn’t help chuckling as soon as the two were out of earshot. “I never thought I’d say this, but I almost feel sorry for my dad right now. Mom’s on a mission.”

      “I don’t think he minds,” Hope said. “You know all that bickering is how they show they love each other.”

      The funny thing was, Joni was pretty sure Hope was right.
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        * * *

      

      “Come in, come in,” Joni’s mom ushered her and Hope through the kitchen door.

      “Where’s Dad?” Joni asked. Her mouth watered at the smell of her mom’s cooking. Even with his restricted diet, her father wouldn’t be suffering when it came to food.

      “He’ll be with us shortly. He’s getting out of the shower.”

      “You okay?” Joni eyed the worry lines in her mom’s face.

      “Couldn’t be better,” her mom replied in a far too upbeat tone.

      “Ooo-kay,” Joni wasn’t buying it, but Hope was giving her that look that said let it be, so she opted not to press the matter. When it came to Joni’s parents, Hope was usually better at reading the situation than Joni was.

      “Where’s the whiskey?” Joni’s dad barked, barreling into the room in his usual fashion.

      “We’re out,” her mom responded.

      Joni sucked in her cheeks at her mother’s brazen lie. The Fisher house was never out of whiskey. They’d sooner run out of food. What was her mother playing at?

      “Clara?” her father bellowed. Then his expression shifted to one of pleading. “You didn’t. All of it?”

      “We’ve discussed this,” her mother said, her jaw clenched. “Let’s sit at the table. I made bacon-wrapped scallops for an appetizer.”

      “Oh my God, that sounds yummy.” Hope rubbed her belly, clearly trying her best to defuse the situation.

      Joni’s mother gave her father a pointed look. “I have some without bacon for you.”

      “I’ll get the beer.” Her father stormed to the fridge, yanking open the door and pulling out a six pack of bottles from the local brewery.

      “Damn it.” Her mom’s face fell, like she’d realized she hadn’t thought of dumping the beer down the kitchen sink.

      What was going on?

      The four of them took a seat at the kitchen table, forcing Joni to recall how differently Hope’s family did things. Would she be expected to join in regular family dinners now that they were a couple? Joni wondered exactly how many members of the Alvarez clan she had yet to meet.

      Hope was lucky. She’d already gotten the family meeting part out of the way. Actually, Joni couldn’t remember the last time she had invited a girlfriend over for dinner with her parents.

      A girlfriend.

      Joni had one.

      Who wanted to live in Springfield.

      The seesaw of emotions that accompanied those thoughts knocked Joni off balance, and she was grateful she was sitting down.

      Joni’s mom passed around the plate of scallops, piping hot. “I haven’t had a chance to ask yet, but did you girls do anything fun in New York?”

      “Besides destroying Evil Clara?” Joni held the plate out for Hope before taking a few pieces for herself. As she passed the rest to her father, her mom intercepted and served him his three baconless morsels. The poor man looked ready to cry.

      “That was amazing.” Her mom did a little jig on her chair.

      Joni looked across the table at her father. “I couldn’t have done it without you. I owe—”

      “It was…” He waved a hand in the air as if telling her to fill in the blanks silently with whatever sentiments were appropriate and to please not bring the matter up again. Joni wondered, not for the first time, how such a brilliant psychologist could be so bad at relating to people.

      As if reading her mind, Joni’s mother leaned toward her. “Remember, Joni. Your father went into experimental psychology for a reason. He prefers to take measurements, not talk about feelings. Too squishy.”

      Her mom laughed, and her father scowled. Joni used to think they were miserable. Now she saw they fit together like two sides of the same coin.

      “Well, I still appreciate what you did,” Joni said and turned her attention back to her mom. “As for fun, we went on a harbor cruise and saw the Statue of Liberty up close, the lights blaring against the dark sky.”

      Joni’s eyes landed on Hope, fondly remembering that moment, but then as she heard her father gulping his beer, she had to shut her brain down before strolling too far down the path of all that had happened the night before. There were some things she couldn’t think about around her parents, and sex was at the top of the list.

      “Joni.” Her mother’s face had become serious, and Joni’s stomach tightened, anticipating bad news. “There’s something your father and I need to talk to you about.”

      Joni stopped breathing. She’d been right. Something was wrong. What was it? Was it her dad? The doctor’s appointment. Did he have cancer? This wasn’t fair. Joni had just started to see there was something under his gruff exterior, and she was going to lose him before getting to know him at all.

      “Oh-my-God-Dad’s-dying.” It all came out as one word.

      At the exact same moment, her mother said, “Your father and I have decided it’s time to retire to Florida.”

      “What?” Joni caught Hope’s eye, realizing as soon as she’d said it that yes, Hope was right, and she really did say what all the time. “I knew you were thinking about it, but why now?”

      Joni’s mom shot a concerned look at her dad. “Frankly, the doctor’s visit the other day was a wakeup call. There’s nothing wrong now, but we’re getting up there in years. We want to enjoy our time together. And now that you’re well on your way to turning Help Me Henrietta around, I’ve realized it’s a good time for me to step down.”

      Joni’s chest tightened. “You’re leaving me to do the column alone?”

      “Honey.” Her mom tilted her head, giving her a look that said she was worrying for nothing. “You’ve pretty much been doing the whole thing for the past few years. I know that, even if I didn’t want to admit it. All I really want to do is garden, and in Florida, I can be out there with my plants year-round.”

      Joni tried to wrap her head around it all. “Are you going to rent something, or…”

      “We’ve decided to go down there right after Labor Day and shop for condos.”

      “So soon?” Joni’s stomach flip-flopped. “Oh, no. You’re going to sell the house.”

      Oh God, why hadn’t she seen that coming? Sitting beside her, Hope seemed to be watching the conversation with passive interest, but Joni couldn’t figure out how she could look so relaxed. Didn’t she see? With their sudden move to the Sunshine State, Joni’s parents were pulling the apartment rug right out from under her.

      “That’s what we wanted to discuss with you.” Her mom rose from her chair. “First, let me go get the salmon.”

      Salmon? Who gave a fuck about salmon? Joni was about to lose the only home she’d ever known. Her appetite wasn’t at its best.

      “Oh, I forgot to make the salad,” Joni’s mom called from the kitchen. “I’d better do that now.”

      Salad? Her mom had to be kidding her with that one. Joni had to wait to find out her fate so her mom could make salad?

      “I don’t need a fucking salad,” Joni muttered.

      “I’ve been telling her the same thing all week,” her dad said in what might have been his first full sentence since they’d sat down. “She won’t listen.”

      Joni started to shake. The next thing she knew, she was laughing so hard that she was doubled over, holding her sides. Hope had been right all along. She and her father were kindred spirits.

      Looking a little baffled, Joni’s dad cleared his throat. “What your mother was trying to say before…”

      Joni composed herself as best she could, trying to give him her attention as he shifted uncomfortably under her gaze. “Yes?”

      “The house is yours.”

      Joni squinted, questioning whether she’d actually heard him correctly. Had his mouth even moved? She had to have imagined it. “What?”

      Fuck. She’d said what again. This was getting to be a really bad habit.

      Her father cleared his throat. “You paid rent…”

      He paused again, leaving Joni to really, really want to ask what, because… what? Yes, she’d paid rent. A fuck ton of it, for years. Even when she couldn’t afford it. Even when she was working overtime and the business was still floundering. Why did that matter now, except that it had left her too broke to save money to ever buy a place of her own?

      Right when Joni was on the verge of having a stroke, her mother came to the table with salmon and the salad she’d decided was more important than her daughter’s mental health.

      “What your father is trying to say is, we paid this house off more than ten years ago, and that rent you’ve been paying every month has gone into an investment account, which we’ll use to buy a condo.”

      “I don’t understand.” Everything swam before Joni’s eyes.

      Her mom tried again. “We don’t need to sell the house to move to Florida. We’re going to transfer the title of the house into your name. That’s always been the plan. That’s how your dad came up with the amount of rent you’d need to pay each month, so by the time we retired, you’d have paid us a fair market value for the house.”

      “That’s why you insisted I pay rent?” Joni was flabbergasted. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Your father thought it was better that way.”

      Joni’s nostrils flared. “I would have preferred knowing—”

      Her mom held up a hand to calm her down. “That’s what I told him, but you know your father. He’s never wrong.”

      “Dad,” Joni demanded, “is this true?”

      He regarded her calmly for a moment and asked, “Why are you picking on a dying man?” His eyes twinkled when he said it. Twinkled. Damn it. He’d heard what she said earlier and was actually making a joke.

      “You better not plan on dying, Alex,” Joni’s mom said. “If you do, I’ll kill you myself. We’re moving to the Sunshine State so I can torture you for another twenty years. At least.”

      At that, he smiled.

      Joni’s father smiled.

      First a joke then a smile. What the fuck was going on? Who was this man?

      Hope nudged Joni’s leg under the table as if to remind her she should say something instead of sitting with her mouth open wide enough to catch flies.

      “This is a lot to take in.” Joni managed to say. “I own a house?”

      “You still have to pay property taxes.” Oh, thank God. There was the grumpy father Joni recognized. All was right with the world again. “Of course, you could always rent that garage apartment out to help cover it.”

      A brilliant idea slammed into Joni’s brain. “Hope, you don’t have to leave.”

      “What?” Hope asked.

      Ha! She’d said it, too.

      “You said you didn’t want to live in the apartment with me, but with the house—”

      “Whoa. Slow your roll, Joni. We can’t live together yet. It’s still too soon.”

      Joni’s shoulders slumped. Then she flashed a sly smile and winked. “Yeah, I know. That’s why you’re going to move into the apartment, and I’ll live in the main house.”

      Hope nodded slowly, as if thinking it over. “I insist on paying rent.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Not the going rate, though.” Hope returned Joni’s wink. To be honest, hers was saucier. “I can’t afford this swanky neighborhood on a teacher’s salary.”

      “Wow.” Joni leaned back in her seat. “You said the universe would provide and…” Her gaze landed on her father, mother, and Hope, where it stayed. “I love my life. All of it.”
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      Joni blinked as a narrow shaft of sunlight shone through the mail slot in the front door, painting a bright stripe across the floral entryway rug. The metal flap creaked as it reached its fully open position. After some bumping and scraping outside, a fat envelope landed on the floor with a reverberating thud.

      The envelope wasn’t just big but truly massive, several inches thick. It was labeled with the word Express in bold red letters, with enough postage on it to send a year’s worth of Christmas cards.

      This could only mean one thing.

      Joni shook with excitement even though she found her limbs frozen in place.

      “Are you going to pick it up?” Hope stood behind Joni in the doorway, leaning against her back as she joined in staring at the newly arrived parcel.

      “What if it’s not what we think?” Joni’s voice was little more than a whisper.

      “What else could it be, a phone book?”

      Joni’s lips twitched. “Do they even make those anymore?”

      Hope gave Joni’s shoulders a squeeze. “It’s the contract. It has to be.”

      Joni’s body remained stubbornly in place. “Okay, but what if they changed their minds? What if they discovered there’s no market for a streaming rom-com series based on The Love Project, and they’re pulling the plug?”

      “Then we would’ve gotten a phone call weeks ago. Nobody would send a full-length novel to explain.”

      “Maybe they came up with a million and one reasons, though, and the only way to tell us all of them was to put it in print, in, like, really tiny font.”

      Hope kissed the back of Joni’s head, sidestepped around the frozen woman, and picked up the envelope. “Shall I tear it open right here?”

      A spark of heat in Joni’s groin thawed her body enough to move. “Don’t talk dirty unless you plan to follow through.”

      “I was talking about the envelope.”

      “I don’t care.” Joni put out her hand. “Let’s go upstairs, now. It’s the first day of your summer vacation, and that calls for celebration, preferably of the horizontal variety.”

      “I know you think you’re being overly clever and cute, but let’s take this”—Hope lifted the envelope—“into the kitchen and find out what’s inside.”

      “But, I’d rather do that with you, upstairs, naked.” Joni did her best puppy dog expression. It was met by Hope’s you’re cute but you’re not getting your way look. Joni had become very familiar with that one over the past year.

      Hope cupped Joni’s cheek. “That’s in the cards for tonight. Don’t you worry. But right now, we have business to attend to. Actual business, that makes money and pays our bills.”

      They made their way to the kitchen, Hope practically dragging Joni by the hand.

      Hope grabbed a letter opener from the junk drawer and held it to the flap. “Here we go.”

      “Wait.” Joni grabbed Hope’s hand. “Maybe we should say a prayer or something first.”

      Hope snorted. “Since when are you religious?”

      “Since right now. What’s inside that envelope has the power to change our entire lives. Can’t you, I don’t know, throw some holy water on it or something, just to be safe?”

      “That’s not how it works.” Rolling her eyes, Hope ripped the flap. Once she’d pulled out the stack of papers and had a chance to scan the cover letter, she let out a squeal.

      Joni tensed. “Oh no. Did they cancel?”

      “Not unless it’s customary to begin a cancellation letter with the word congratulations.” Hope flipped through the massive stack of papers until she came to a sheet close to the bottom. “Here you go. Right there. Signed, dated, and notarized.”

      With a shaky laugh, Joni sank into one of the kitchen chairs. “It’s official, then?”

      “Yes.” Hope hunched down, placing a hand on each of Joni’s thighs. “But honey, have you not noticed the moving truck outside, or the fact that Aaron, the new producer of The Love Project, and his crew are out in our backyard, setting up the apartment to begin filming first thing tomorrow morning?”

      It was true that a full studio film crew had been hard at work since the crack of dawn, getting Hope’s old apartment spruced up and installing the professional lighting and cameras that would replace Joni’s amateur stuff. Though it had been longer in coming than she’d expected, the new incarnation of The Love Project promised to be a topnotch production, with one of the country’s largest streaming platforms at the helm.

      “That”—Joni flicked a hand to the contract—“is what finally makes it official. I don’t appreciate them waiting to the very last second. If it had fallen through, we would’ve moved all your stuff out of the Love Shack for nothing. Then what would we have done?”

      “Moved it all back in, I guess.” Hope shot Joni a look that made her realize her question hadn’t exactly landed the way she’d intended, and she quickly backpedaled.

      “You know that wasn’t what I meant. It’s taken forever for you to finally agree to move into the main house with me. No way would I let a single box go back in, series contract or not.”

      Laughing, Hope got to her feet. “Speaking of boxes, will you do me a favor? Can you carry that box upstairs to our bedroom? It’s too heavy for me.”

      “Depends.” Joni held a hand behind her ear. “Can you say that last part again?”

      “What, that it’s too heavy?” Hope smiled devilishly, making it obvious she knew what Joni was really getting at. “Oh… did you mean the our bedroom part?”

      “Doesn’t that sound perfect?” Giving a playful scowl, Joni wagged a finger in the air. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you’re only moving in because The Love Project needed a place to house our next victim.”

      “Joni, we’ve talked about this. You can’t keep calling Claudia a victim. She’s a very nice woman, and she’s come to us to help her find love. You’ve finally gotten the Help Me Henrietta column back into every newspaper that had dropped it over the past five years. The last thing you need is a scandal.”

      “So I shouldn’t let the readers find out how I really feel about love?”

      Instead of answering, Hope cocked one eyebrow in a way that clearly telegraphed she wasn’t fooled by Joni for a minute. Then she turned to the refrigerator, pulling out ingredients to start prepping dinner. She set a cantaloupe on top of a plastic cutting board and unsheathed a long kitchen knife from its slot in the wooden block. She gripped it in one hand, looking like a woman on a mission.

      “You know, if you’re planning on stabbing me with that thing, I should probably mention I haven’t updated my beneficiary yet, so you won’t get any insurance money.”

      Hope didn’t bother to look up, slicing into the melon with a practiced hand. “Do you plan on helping me with dinner, or do you intend to keep cracking silly jokes the rest of the day?”

      “Your wish is my command. As long as you don’t want me to actually bake, or have you forgotten the pumpkin spice muffin incident last fall?”

      Hope winced. “Trust me; that one is seared into my memory forever.”

      “Coincidentally, I think the shape of the muffin tin was seared into my hand forever.”

      “Why don’t you go find a bottle of wine? You can’t possibly hurt yourself doing that.”

      As Joni turned toward the cabinet where they stored the wine, pain shot up her leg as her toe made contact with a cardboard box on the floor. Couldn’t possibly hurt herself, huh? Apparently, she could. As Joni moaned and hopped around on one foot, she prayed her latest kitchen misadventure wouldn’t result in a second trip to the emergency room. “Jesus, that hurt. Who put that box there?”

      “You mean the one I asked you to move about ten seconds ago?” Hope looked over her shoulder, her expression a blend of amusement and pity.

      Joni put her hands on her hips, still balancing on one foot. “You distracted me by mentioning the wine. I can’t do two things at once.”

      “Clearly.”

      After grabbing a bottle of red wine from the cabinet, Joni picked up the cardboard box and carried it upstairs. Hope had asked her to do it, so she knew better than to wait and forget. Joni didn’t want to be that girlfriend, especially not on their first official day of living together. On her way back down, she snuck into the spare bedroom and retrieved the giant bouquet of blue roses she’d put together earlier to give to Hope.

      “Goodness, where did these come from?” Joni asked in an exaggerated tone, because she really was that terrible at being smooth where Hope was concerned. Falling in love had turned her into a big sappy dork, not that she’d have it any other way.

      Much to Joni’s consternation, Hope didn’t turn around, continuing to focus on chopping fruit for their salad. Either she hadn’t heard, or she was deliberately ignoring Joni’s clownish attempt to get her attention.

      Joni cleared her throat as if she was about to make an announcement in front of a huge crowd.

      Hope wiped her hands on a dish towel. When she turned around, the look that said she’d geared up for whatever ridiculous shenanigans Joni might be up to quickly morphed to an expression of genuine surprise. “Oh, look at those blue beauties.”

      “Blue boobies?” Joni glanced down at her chest. “They don’t look blue to me. Or do you mean yours are blue? Maybe I should take a quick peek to check.”

      “Very funny, wise guy. I was talking about the roses.”

      “Oh, these old things?” Joni shrugged like the dozen perfect blue roses she had painstakingly grown, cut, and arranged were no big deal. “They pretty much grow wild out there.”

      “Sure they do.” Hope gave Joni a knowing look. “You think I don’t know that ever since your parents left for Florida, you’ve gone out first thing in the morning each day to sprinkle coffee grounds in the soil like your dad always did?”

      “Me?” Joni blinked several times, trying to appear innocent. “Why would I do something like that?”

      “Why?” Setting the kitchen towel on the counter, Hope strode toward Joni with a look that made Joni’s pulse start ticking like a lighter on a gas stove. “Because even though you sometimes pretend to be all unromantic and jaded when it comes to love, I happen to know better.”

      “You do?” Joni swallowed as Hope came to a stop in front of her with nothing but the bouquet keeping them apart.

      “I do.” Hope took the flowers from Joni’s grasp, breathing in deeply.

      “A bouquet of roses, the words I do…” Joni flashed the wicked smile she knew always made Hope go weak in the knees. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Joni, you didn’t…” Panic flashed in Hope’s eyes as she frowned at the flowers, giving them a shake. “There’s not a ring hiding in here, is there?”

      “Not yet.” Joni rested a hand on Hope’s shoulder, adjusting her head so she could look Hope in the eyes. “I know you well enough by now to know you need to take things one step at a time. Moving in together was a big one, but now that’s done, so you know I’ll be setting my sights on the next step.”

      “I know.” Even though she still looked a little nervous, Hope’s eyes brimmed with pure love.

      “Blue roses mean hope, you know.” Joni had mentioned it more than once before, but she was moved to say it again. “Hope in the face of unattainable love.”

      Hope ran her fingertip across the blue petals. “If I recall the story correctly, it only seemed unattainable at first. When the person she truly loved brought it to her, all the emperor’s daughter had to say was, ‘This is a blue rose,’ and they got to live happily ever after, simple as that.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” The emperor’s daughter and the gardener had gotten what they wanted in the end. Still, Joni couldn’t help wondering how long she would have to wait before everything she wanted to have with Hope was finally hers.

      “Of course, I’m right.” Hope shifted the bouquet to her side, leaning across the empty space until her body melded with Joni’s. Her free arm wrapped around Joni’s neck, drawing her close enough to whisper in her ear. “And, Joni? If there’s one thing I know for certain, these roses are definitely blue.”

      As Hope’s lips met hers in a rush of sweetness and warmth, Joni knew that when the time was right, all their dreams would finally come true.
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        TB here. First, thanks so much for reading The Love Project. This book gave me another opportunity to work with Miranda MacLeod, whom I’ve known since childhood. She’s the type of friend who sticks by your side through thick and thin, and the older I get, the more I appreciate having such a wonderful friend.

      

        

      
        Readers always want to know more about cowrites, especially who wrote what. While I’m terrible with certain aspects like descriptions (clothing, weather, and settings), Miranda excels at them. She’s also extremely witty, so when a punchline didn’t have enough oomph, I’d Skype her and say, “Help!” It never took her long to come up with a snappy comment, always amazing me. And, if I’m allowed to say so, Miranda took her usual humor to the next level in the speed dating and dancing chapters.

      

        

      
        Miranda isn’t particularly fond of writing sex scenes, so like with Holly and Ivy and Heart of Ice, I penned those. As for the other scenes, we worked closely together to get them right. I wrote the first draft, Miranda worked on the second, then we collaborated on the remaining drafts until it was ready for publication. Amazingly enough, we didn’t fight when it came to killing our darlings, since we have much respect for each other.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Monica gripped the front doorknob, her knuckles turning white as she surveyed the dark-haired woman who was blocking her departure. Though usually a sucker for short, choppy curls and freckle-spattered cheeks, this was one of those rare times when Monica was impervious to an attractive woman’s charms. It had taken her weeks to book today’s meeting at The Walters Art Museum, and with a wedding contract in the six figures on the line, she couldn’t afford to be a minute late, no matter how pretty the obstacle standing in her path might be. Besides, it was much too early on a Monday morning to feel anything but grumpy.

      “You’re Monica?” The woman spoke with an easy confidence that made it seem like she’d never experienced a moment of self-doubt in her life. Deep blue eyes peered at Monica from beneath partially closed lids, and it felt like the stranger could see right through her and knew she was all bark and no bite. How annoying.

      “Do you always answer a question with a question?” Monica snapped. She eyed the woman’s baggy denim jeans and rumpled plaid shirt that topped a white V-neck tank top that had shifted downward to give Monica much more of an eyeful than had probably been intended. Talk about being put at an immediate disadvantage. It would be all she could do to keep her eyes politely above neck level while giving the interloper the third degree. “I still have no idea who you are.”

      “I’m Ray.” She hoisted her left arm to reveal a sizable toolbox, shaking it effortlessly so the contents rattled. “I’m the handy ma’am.”

      “I’m sorry, the what?”

      “Handy. Ma’am,” she repeated, punctuating each word with a lift of the eyebrows that sent sparks to the tips of Monica’s toes.

      Monica stepped to the left and closed the door ever so slightly in an effort to prevent the possibility of Ray pushing her way in. She seemed like exactly the type of woman who would do that, the domineering kind who didn’t easily take no for an answer. In other words, pretty much her type exactly, though Monica would be loath to admit it. Not in real life, of course. She had a professional image to maintain, and that meant being seen with the right kind of woman, someone as put together and polished as she was. Secretly, though? Yeah, a soft butch with a tool belt showing up on her doorstep was a scenario that could’ve been lifted straight from any number of her late-night fantasies.

      But what were the odds of it playing out in real life?

      “Wait a minute.” Monica’s eyes widened as an explanation for the situation sharpened into focus. “Did my girl squad send you?”

      “Did who do what?” For the first time, the cocky stranger seemed thrown off her game.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” Monica grinned triumphantly at Ray. “How many times have my twin cousins Trish and Maddie jokingly threatened to send me a stripper to help loosen me up? But I never thought they’d go through with it.”

      Ray took a step back, her jaw tightening as her eyes flashed with what could only be anger. “I don’t know who you think you are—”

      “Is this part of the act?” Monica tapped her fingertips together. “I’ve always had a weakness for combative women, which, if you ask my therapist, is part of the reason I keep ending up alone.”

      A hint of surprise flickered across Ray’s face at the mention of women, but it was far from the first time that had happened to Monica. With her long blonde hair and penchant for pencil skirts and dangly earrings, the word lesbian didn’t even make the top ten of assumptions people made when meeting her. To the woman’s credit, Ray made a quicker recovery than most.

      “Listen. I don’t want to hear about your private life. I have a job to do.” Ray reached into her back pocket and pulled out a business card.

      Monica scanned the details. The card looked legit, featuring a list of common household repair tasks that, despite her initial assumption, were probably not code for anything sexual. So, this was not a stripper sent by her mischievous younger cousins to entertain her. How disappointing.

      “Rachel Walsh. Tell me; do you call yourself Ray so people will think you’re a dude? If that’s the case, you might want to adjust your shirt. That cleavage is a dead giveaway.”

      Ray gave a nonchalant shrug that resulted in her plaid shirt slipping a few inches down one arm, exposing a very shapely shoulder. “Nobody said you had to look.”

      Damn. Monica swallowed, feeling like a rock was caught in her throat. Had that shoulder move been intended to seduce her? Probably not, but even so, Monica thought she knew how a mouse felt when being toyed with by a cruel cat. A few more swipes and she’d be a goner. Time to strike back. “It’s a weird name for a woman, if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t, but as it happens, I was nicknamed Ray after my grandfather, who also gave me my stubborn streak. You see this?” Ray tapped the dimple in her chin. “Grandpa Ray had one just like it. If it turns red, you’ve done pissed me off beyond belief.”

      Monica squirmed. “It’s approaching the color of a fire engine right now.”

      “Exactly,” Ray said, gnashing her teeth together so her jaw became square as a lantern.

      “There’s no exactly about it,” Monica retorted, suddenly recalling she was the one who’d been wronged. “You can’t show up and barge into my house with a toolbox unannounced. I’m on my way to a very important business meeting.”

      “Your house?” Ray scoffed. “It’s my understanding you’re just a renter.”

      “Yes.” A chill crept into Monica’s tone as she bristled at that word just. That she was renting the house was a technicality she did not enjoy being reminded of, like she was some kind of second-class citizen. “My lease clearly states I should receive twenty-four-hours’ notice for any work on the property.”

      “Have you checked your messages?”

      “I never listen to voice mail.” Monica tossed her head slightly to remove some stray strands of hair from her face. “Anything important comes by text.”

      Ray sucked in a deep breath. “Do you think that could be the source of your problem?”

      Monica stiffened, her neck growing hot. “Who do you think you are, telling me I have a problem?”

      Another bored shrug, accompanied by an additional inch of bare shoulder in what was quickly becoming an accidental strip-tease. “You’re the one who introduced yourself by announcing you’re in therapy.”

      “Everyone’s in therapy.” Monica made a show of rolling her eyes. “I don’t have time for this today. I already explained I’m running late for my meeting.”

      Ray glanced down at Monica’s feet. “I take it shoes are one of your other trouble spots.”

      Monica’s eyes darted to the floor, at which point she realized she was wearing only a single shoe. She’d been in the middle of searching for the other one when the doorbell had interrupted her. She started to speak, burning with the desire to explain she was a victim of circumstance, but could only open and close her mouth like a goldfish.

      “Right, let’s sort this out before we both die of old age, shall we?” Ray pulled out her phone and held it to her ear. “It’s Ray. It’s like you said. She hadn’t gotten the message about you putting the house on the market, and she won’t let me in to start the work.”

      An angry chirping came from the phone, which, even at a distance, Monica recognized as belonging to her ex-girlfriend. Not bothering to ask permission, Monica snatched the phone from Ray’s hand and turned her back so the handy girl, or whatever it was she called herself, couldn’t gawk at the look of wide-eyed terror that surely had taken over her face at the phrase “putting the house on the market.”

      “What the hell, Brianna? You’re selling my house?”

      “Your house?” Her ex’s mocking laugh made Monica wince. “I think you mean my house—”

      “We had an agreement—”

      “For you to rent it from me for a little while until you got back on your feet.”

      “The only reason I’m not on my feet is because you knocked me on my ass by leaving me for Judith.”

      “Which is why I’m only charging you the cost of the mortgage and taxes instead of the full market rate.” Brianna sighed dramatically, and Monica could clearly picture the look of self-pity that was almost certainly etched on her ex’s face. “I didn’t think you’d be so cruel as to punish me like this, Monica. How long do you plan to take advantage of me?”

      “Take advantage? You’re the one who suggested the deal, I assume because it made you feel less guilty when I found out you were cheating on me. On my birthday. I didn’t even get to enjoy my cake. You know how I feel about cake.” At the sound of shuffling behind her, Monica flipped around to see Ray was standing inside the house. Oops. She’d kind of forgotten the woman was there and wished too late she’d kept that humiliating cake detail to herself. “It’s only been a couple months. Do you know how hard it is to find a decent rental?”

      “I do, actually. I’m a real estate investor, remember?”

      “Then you should understand,” Monica pleaded, even though she knew understanding anyone else’s position wasn’t one of Brianna’s strong points.

      “Yeah, I understand the market is way hotter right now than I thought it would be for that crappy townhouse. It’s not my fault everyone wants to move to the suburbs to get away from crowded cities and set up home offices.”

      “I happen to like this crappy townhouse.” Monica let out a low-throated growl as Ray chuckled. As if she needed some day laborer judging her on her lack of snappy comebacks.

      “I’m sorry, Monica. You know I’ll always love you, but I have to make the best financial decision for me and Judith. She has her eye on a three-unit penthouse in the Inner Harbor. It’s a total steal right now, but even so, I’ll need to sell one of my other properties to make the down payment, and yours will yield the highest return.”

      “This is so like you. Money always comes first.”

      “Yep. Everything is my fault. Poor little Moany can’t be blamed for anything.”

      “Don’t call me that! You know I hate that nickname.”

      “Moany Monica, Moany Monica,” Brianna chanted like a three-year-old.

      Monica covered the earpiece so Ray couldn’t hear the dreadful nickname. After several seconds, she tried pleading with her ex. “You can’t sell my house. I’ll have no place to go.”

      “You keep calling it your house, but my name is on the mortgage. If you ask me, I’ve been a saint letting you stay there—”

      “I pay enough in rent to cover all your out-of-pocket expenses on the place.”

      “Oh, please. I could easily get three hundred and seventy-five dollars more a month on the open market.”

      “There you go again with exact dollar figures.”

      “It’s called the real-estate business. It’s how I afforded the house in the first place, instead of flitting around from party to party, drinking champagne all night with celebrities.”

      “That’s what I do for a living!” Monica squeezed her eyes shut. How many times had they argued about this since Monica had launched her own event planning business? Brianna had been so supportive at first, but she should’ve anticipated her ex would get jealous the minute her clientele started including B-list celebrities.

      “You barely worked for a year, and I was the one who had to carry your dead weight.”

      “It was the worst economy in decades. The entire world was basically shut down!”

      Admittedly, it had been terrible timing to venture out on her own mere months before the whole planet ground to a halt, but it’s not like she could’ve seen that coming. Besides, hadn’t she dipped into her savings to make sure she never missed contributing her portion to the bills? That was half the reason she couldn’t afford to buy the house, not that Brianna cared to remember that. Her ex was the type who could only recall the details that were convenient for her.

      Monica tried to settle her breathing, noticing again Ray watching her intently. Having this humiliating conversation in front of the hottest woman she’d seen in ages just added insult to injury. “Come on, Brianna. I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”

      “Sure. You can buy the house from me. I’ll give you a great deal.”

      Monica could picture Brianna’s phony professional smile, and she wished they were having this conversation in person so Monica could strangle her backstabbing ex. “You know I can’t do that. Not for another year, according to the spreadsheet you put together for me. You said you’d give me that long.”

      “No, I said you would be able to buy something in a year. I didn’t promise you could stay in my house for that long. That’s your problem. You only hear the words that suit you. Not reality.”

      Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. Monica felt the world around her go red. “I’m not moving!”

      “Either buy me out,” Brianna shouted, “or I’ll have you kicked out.”

      “I have a lease!” Monica choked on the words, knowing it wouldn’t matter. She was done with stubborn women. Hell, she was done with women, period. They were nothing but trouble.

      “I know.” Brianna’s voice was as cold as her heart. “I wrote it and included an escape clause saying I could sell it if the market heated up. Well, guess what? It’s fucking on fire. So either fork over twenty percent or start packing.”

      The phone went dead.

      “I hate you!” Monica screamed into the phone before tossing it down onto the couch, stomping her foot as she did so for good measure.

      “Hey! That’s my phone!” Ray rushed over to inspect the damage. Maybe it was Monica’s imagination, but she seemed disappointed there wasn’t any. She’d probably wanted to sue. Typical woman: heartless to the core. Monica was done with all of them for good, no matter how hot they were. Or in Ray’s case, ridiculously hot. Her plaid shirt was now tied around her waist, exposing the muscles of her upper arms, which rippled in a way nobody’s muscles had a right to do.

      Damn it.

      “How long will you be here?” Monica growled, turning her head away so as not to stare at those biceps a moment longer. Unfortunately, she could still see them, even with her eyes closed. How did arms even begin to look like that?

      “A day,” Ray replied. “Two tops. Depends how many rooms end up needing paint.”

      “Are you doing the master bedroom?”

      “It’s not on the initial order.”

      “Well, I hate the color,” Monica huffed, as if the hue were somehow Ray’s fault. She turned around and looked the woman in the eyes. Such a deep, sparkling blue. A moment later her gaze veered dangerously downward, and it took all her self-control to focus on Ray’s chin, that stubborn appendage with its color-coded dimple. Seriously, all females should come with a similar warning system. “Can you add that room to your list?”

      “That’ll take a couple of extra days, but yeah, sure…no problem.” Ray’s eyes twinkled like she’d heard the ca-ching of a cash register ringing up a sale. Monica didn’t care. This was all on Brianna’s dime. “What color were you thinking?”

      “A light blue.” Monica looked at her Fitbit. “Look, I really am running late now, and if I lose this contract, I’m screwed. This is the biggest thing I’ve had a shot at in ages.”

      “I can come up with a color if you’d like.”

      Monica eyed the ragged hem of the woman’s cut-off shorts. “Do you know anything about interior design?”

      “I have a first edition Wharton and Codman on my nightstand. I read a chapter every night before bed.”

      Monica had no idea what that was, but it sounded legit, and she’d rather die than admit a handyman—excuse me, ma’am—might know more about something than she did, so she responded with a curt nod.

      “I guess I can trust you to pick out the paint color, then. Maybe like the stripes in your shirt? It really brings out—” She was about to say Ray’s eyes but stopped short. “The room. It brings out the room.”

      Ray grabbed the sleeve dangling from her waist. “I got it. Anything else?”

      “Maybe you could suggest a whole color palette for the house while you’re at it. Knowing my ex, she’s playing it safe with a boring beige.”

      “Brandy cream, actually.”

      “What color is that?”

      “Boring beige.” Ray sucked in her cheeks like she was trying to stifle a laugh. Good. The enemy of your enemy is your friend, or something like that. It meant she was on Monica’s side, at least for the moment, which was worth taking advantage of.

      “I always wanted a ceiling fan in the office. Brianna never got around to it. And new switch plate covers, and the overhead fixtures in the bathroom. Good ones, not the cheap kind.” It’d serve her skinflint of an ex right, sticking her with these extra fees. “Add those to your design plan. I’ll text you if I can think of anything else.”

      “You’re the boss.” Ray jotted down something in a small notebook.

      “How many days of work are we up to now?” If she could add more items to the handy ma’am’s to-do list, how much time would that buy her to figure out a way to beat Brianna at this game? “More importantly, how many days can I have you?”

      Ray shrugged, a motion that made the muscles in her shoulders tighten in a way that defied nature. “My calendar’s pretty light all week.”

      “Cool. I’ll see what else I can think of.”

      “You’ve got my card, which has my number on it.” Ray smirked. “Unlike some people, I check my voice mail daily.”

      Monica’s eyes narrowed. “Very funny.”

      Brianna may have fired the first shot in the house war, but Monica would win in the long run. Even if it killed her.

      Not giving the matter too much more thought, she rushed into her office and grabbed her missing heel, slipping it over her polished toes before racing out the door. She’d have just enough time to make it to The Walters as long as traffic wasn’t too heavy.

      Sliding on her shades, Monica climbed behind the steering wheel of her beloved Benz. The lease was about to expire, and there was no way Brianna would sign for another one, but Monica might as well enjoy it while she had it, right? She fired up the engine, and it purred like a kitten.

      Shit.

      She’d forgotten to tell that handy lady person about Mr. Fluffles, the Persian in need of a serious attitude adjustment that Brianna had stuck her with when she’d skipped out on her. Oh, well. Ray would figure it out. Or, maybe the cat would escape through the open front door. As if Monica could be so lucky. Considering how much fancy cat food that beast ate every day, she should’ve deducted the cost from her rent. Her ex had some real nerve to accuse her of laziness when that puff of white fur did nothing but sit on a silk cushion all day and sharpen its claws. Of course, in the end, Brianna had dumped them both.

      Monica put the car in gear and sped toward the highway, praying she’d make it to her meeting on time. If she was late and lost the chance to plan this wedding, it would be Brianna’s fault. Hers and that hot handy woman’s with her distracting eyes and muscular arms. How dare she wear a tank top when she had arms like that?

      This was just one more reason on a growing list of why Monica would never fall for another woman, not ever again. They were nothing but trouble, the whole lot of them. And at thirty-two years old, Monica had already had enough trouble to last herself a lifetime.
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